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PROLOGUE 


Ir was useless trying to talk above the deafening roar 
which filled Highbury. From every corner of the stadium 
sound swelled into a description defying triumphal ritualistic 
chant... 


With arms raised, Charlie George raced across the pitch, 
hair streaming as he heard his admiring fans greet yet 
another fantastic goal. And, like happy inmates suddenly 
released from a top-security prison, his Gunner team-mates 
dashed after him, enthusiastically offering their tributes. 


The fans loved it all. They swayed to the rhythm of 
“CHARLIE ... CHARLIE ... CHARLIE”, waving scarfs, banners, 
even soiled handkerchiefs. 


High in the stands, Tom Walsh let go with all the power in 
his youthful lungs. Next to him, fanatically joining the 
unceasing chorus, six members of “The Crackers’ voiced 
their support for North London's glamour boys. 


This was the stuff football matches could keep serving in 
generous dosages. Goals ... Arsenal goals! Lots of helpings 
to make every Saturday afternoon a gourmet's feast. 


Tom slapped Lenny’s back, almost knocking the pint- sized 
Jew off-balance. ‘What a bloody goal!’ he yelled. 


Lenny grinned. He didn’t mind anything Tom did in the 
terrific heat of an Arsenal game. Especially when his idol - 
Charlie George - scored. 


‘How about that, mate?’ 


Tom leant forward, eyes bright like buttons as he shouted 
into the man’s ear. He’d watched the bastard since the kick- 
off. Not once had he detected any enthusiasm for what the 
fabulous Gunners were doing. 


The man turned slightly, red-rimmed eyes fixed coldly on 
Tom. “It's a goal - so what?’ 


‘Are you from up North ?’ Tom asked suspiciously. 
‘Edmonton,’ came the indifferent reply. 


‘What bloody team do you support?’ 


The man glanced down at the field. The teams were ready 
for the restart. His face held an enigmatic smile when he 
briefly turned to Tom again. ‘Sport, youngster. Sport is all 
that counts !' 


It took all of ten seconds for the remark to sink in. When 
he caught the inference, Tom scowled. The man was 
watching the action now. Tom poked him in the spine. 


“Mister, this is Arsenal's end,' he growled. 


“The whole bloody park belongs to Arsenal!” Lenny 
shouted. ‘Up the Arsenal!’ 


The battle-cry flowed through Tom’s veins. He was itching 
to bash the man ... 


‘’e’s Inspector Neville!’ 


Tom tensed. The kid squeezed between Lenny and him, 
head shaking like crazy, thumb jerking at the man who still 
had not turned after Tom’s last remark. 


*"ullo, Mister Neville, sir!’ the eleven-year-old said above 
the feverish chanting urging Arsenal to yet another score. 


The man glanced over his shoulder, coldly ignored Tom as 
he swept the kid with an amused eye. ‘Spoiling my fun 
again, eh Simon?’ 


‘Yah, ain’t fun bleedin’ arrestin’ Arsenal fans!’ The kid 
stuck his tongue out, pushed past Tom. 


‘Smart kid that,’ Neville allowed as he gave Tom an l'Il - 
recognise you-again searching appraisal. ‘Pity he can’t learn 


when to hold his tongue!’ He shrugged, returned to the 
game. 


Moving along the terrace, Tom and the others felt guilty by 
their surrender but discretion was always a mark of wisdom. 
None of them wished to have their Saturday afternoon 
ruined by being that near to the fuzz. Certainly not brushing 
shoulders with an inspector. 


“They should ban the bastards!’ Lenny moaned as he 
fought to get a position between two ‘giants’. ‘Hey, move 
aside | can’t bloody see!’ he shouted. 


Tom had no interest in his sidekick’s current problem. 
Armstrong had the ball and the United goal-mouth was 
open. ‘Cross the fuckin’ thing!’ he screamed ... 


The roar built in volume. United’s defence drifted back, 
running confused as Armstrong sent an expert lob into the 
box. Kennedy, with Graham in close support, rounded his 
man, flicked a neat pass on to George’s boot and drew the 
goalie with a shouted plea for a return pass. 


A sudden silence dropped like a curtain over the stadium... 


George, gesturing for Kennedy to make more room, 
brought his foot back ... 


Like a streak, United’s keeper shifted to cut down the 
angle. He was well aware of Kennedy’s ruse and felt certain 
he had George stopped, too. 


Tom Walsh saw it coming! 


His finger rose, his mouth opening to let his mates know 
how clever he was ... 


George tapped the ball between the back’s legs. Graham - 
unmarked - flashed into space and blasted a low, curving 
shot... 


For the second time in less than fifteen minutes the wall of 
sound surged across Highbury. Past games forgotten, the 


Gunner's fans gave vent to their bottled-up emotions as 
glory for next season became a small reality. The 
bittersweet disappointment of this let-down year faded into 
a winner's newly discovered triumph. 

“What a bloody marvellous play,’ Tom yelled. 

“We're on the march,’ Lenny sung. 

‘ARSENAL .. . ARSENAL ... ARSENAL 

“There's another prick not on our side,’ Norman roared. 


Tom grinned, brought his splayed hand down with a 
chopping motion on the middle-aged man's neck. He felt 
the blow shake his muscles, kicked as the man slumped. 


“Boot Boys! Boot Boys!' 


The boots went in - hard. Muffled moans lost themselves in 
the frantic chanting as the boots continued to pulverise. 


‘Bleedin’ swine P 


Tom glared at the strange kid shoving to get his Squires 
into the act. ‘Fuck off, kid!’ 


‘Make me’ 
Lenny grabbed the hapless youngster, kicked his ass. 


Norman laughed, swung his fist and caught the other in 
the gut... 


‘BOOT BOYS ... BOOT BOYS ... BOOT BOYS 


Tom sensed danger. A quick look confirmed his feeling. 
‘Get lost,’ he yelled, starting to melt into the swaying, 
struggling crowd... 


When he finally managed to reach the fallen man, 
Inspector Neville had a few unearned bruises. He didn’t 
count them as anything serious. Just part of being a copper 
on duty when emotions overspilled into violence. He hated 
the thugs who believed that a sporting contest was a 
legitimate excuse for unmitigated savagery. 


Thrusting the crowd back, Neville dropped to his knee. 
Blood seeped from the man's eye, from his ear. Groans like 
those of a pregnant cow about to abort filled his ears. ‘The 
poor bastard!’ he thought and wanted to be sick ... 


CHAPTER ONE 


Even his father had to admit that Tom Walsh was a rotten 
bastard. Everybody knew it, Tom included. Knowledge, 
though, did not make him want to change. He knew where 
he was going, and he didn't give a damn what others 
thought. 


The sky had a dark-lemon colouring which meant that 
night was not many minutes away. From between the two 
gigantic oaks overlooking the minor depression, Tom felt the 
nip that invariably accompanied October's nights. 


‘Bloody Hampstead Heath,’ he muttered. 


Fresh air filled the Heath to capacity. He had an insatiable 
desire to forget his self-appointed watch and retire to the 
nearest boozer. Quickly, he shelved the notion and listened 
to faint sounds filtering from the surrounding trees. 


He tensed. Trickles of sweat raced down from his armpits. 
Anticipatory sweat. The kind soldiers about to ‘go over the 
top' frequently experience. 


His eyes peered down into the tree-scaped gloom. In a way 
he was a soldier. And general. The plan was his, the 
execution his, too. Nothing could go wrong. He'd studied his 
enemy and the terrain and only sloppy work on his part 
could halt the inevitable from happening. 


He could see them now - two indistinct shapes moving 
from the trees into night-dark openness. At the distance it 
was difficult to distinguish between him, and her. Both wore 
their hair long, straggling. Both wore bulky jackets, trousers. 


He waited with mounting impatience. Leaping into view 
before they became entangled with one another would give 
them an advantage he didn't want to offer. 


The night closed in with autumn suddenness. He shivered. 
He should have worn something heavier to ward off the 
cold. 

His thin cotton windbreaker and lightweight slacks did not 
provide near enough warmth. He wanted to wave his arms 
and dance up and down. He controlled the urge to snuggle 
into a nearby bush. The slightest movement would be 
disastrous. 


They were fondling one another now. That much he could 
see. He heard her muttered pleadings, his more guttural 
demands, the rustling of material over flesh. 


The seconds ticked off with lamentable slowness. He had a 
vivid imagination and what his mental eye ‘saw’ had him 
sweating profusely. Another minute or two at the most. 
Christ, how the bastard would squeal! 


When he figured they were beyond normal comprehension 
he moved to his right, angled down the gentle slope and 
carefully picked his path until he stood like a giant black 
blob over them. They hadn't even heard him once. Not 
before, not now. Not when he bent and peered at the white 
flesh mashed moistly against other willing flesh. He could 
have touched them without shattering the frantic unity of 
their lust. 


He knew which was which all right. A prep-school innocent 
would have had no trouble distinguishing male from female 
in this situation. 


The darkness hid his smile. He’d waited a month for just 
this opportunity. Now, he savoured the voyeuristic feast as 
he contemplated how best to attack. The last thing he 
wanted was to let her get away. It wasn't enough to vent his 
pent-up rage on him. No, there had to be the final 
degradation. The ultimate revenge. 


The rubber-covered iron bar felt unyielding in his grasp. He 
measured the swiftly changing distance accurately. They 


were fast approaching a climax and he had to spoil the 
tumultuous pleasure if he was to gain the fullest satisfaction 
possible. 


Like a snake striking, the deadly bar crashed down. He felt 
the jar travel upwards, into his shoulder. 


‘John ... JOHN! Don't stop ... ‘ 


Tom smiled grimly, pulled at the inert body. Frantic hands 
fought to keep her lover in position, to bring back nature’s 
exciting action. The iron bar smashed down again; and a 
third time. 


She knew now. Her muffled scream spoke of horrors not 
yet arrived. She was pushing at her lover’s motionless flesh, 
straining to release her limbs. 


Tom dropped the bar, rolled the dead-weight body aside, 
smothered her under his own. He could feel her silken flesh 
nakedly sliding under his searching hands. A fine film of 
perspiration covered her nudity, made the seeking more 
enjoyable. 


‘Bastard! Leave me alone!’ 


Her fingernails raked down his cheeks and he didn't feel 
anything. His chest held her captive as he fumbled with his 
trousers. 


“Cool it,’ he snapped, his tongue darting into her mouth. 
She froze. His voice struck memory's chords. 


He sensed her fright and it served to heighten his own 
awareness. The touch of her, the urgency of his efforts to 
link with her merged into a fantasmagoric pleasure-bath 
that exceeded all his previous conquests. And, for just those 
necessary minutes needed to send them toppling over lust's 
brink, she yielded. 


She felt the soaring ecstasy engulf her being. The finely- 
balanced pinnacle she had been on before his attack had 


not abated. Mentally, she rejected him. Physically, her flesh 
betrayed all she loathed - made her a plaything slave of her 
emotional turmoil. 


Rolling from her, he laughed, slapped her face. ‘Bitch! Easy 
bitch!” he taunted. 


Tears raced out of control down her cheeks. Sobs tom from 
the depths of shame racked her. 


His hands moved over her sneeringly. It was as if the 
fingers were speaking, accusing her as they probed and 
disgustingly pin-pointed her degradation. 


When he had had his fun he stood, kicked the prostrate 
object of his momentary relief and, whistling, strode away. 
He could hear her loud shrieks following him through the 
dark. There was no hurry. People didn't investigate such 
plaintive pleas on the Heath these days. They knew better 
than to get involved. 

x x Æ 


Way back when Dick Turpin and his ilk had held up lonely 
travellers on the Heath and sported themselves with serving 
wenches in between more nefarious pursuits, the 
punishment for rape had been drastic. Do-gooders had not 
been popular with the rough and-tumble serfs and their 
effeminate masters. 


Not like today! 


Tom smiled to himself as he sipped his bitter. Even if the 
bitch screamed bloody murder and accused him the 
chances of a magistrate sending him to prison were small. 
Not that he imagined she would go to the fuzz. Not her. 
Even if she wanted to, there was always Ray to persuade 
her differently. 


God, how he'd enjoyed clobbering that bastard! 


Wait until “The Crackers’ heard about it They'd treat him 
like a king for having the foresight to time his vengeance 
with such perfection of moment. Of course, the master 
touch had been Ellie. Boy, did he rate headlines for what 
he’d done! 


He finished his drink, considered having another. The ‘Bull’ 
wasn't his local. Too many damned tourists came here to 
suit him. He didn't really care for any of the pubs in Golders. 
They had a sterility that drove him down into Camden 
usually. 


Tonight was different, though. He had a thirst like a hippo 
and a mood for getting pissed. Not that he would allow 
himself to become inebriated. His story wouldn't wait until 
tomorrow. 


He ordered another beer with a whiskey chaser. That 
would give him a glow. He watched a fat woman stuffing 
olives into a wrinkled large mouth. Funny, he mused, how 
some women get to look like cows, and other animals. Men, 
too. He remembered a friend of his father's who had looked 
every inch like a droopy-eared spaniel. 


A girl seated directly across from him glanced his way, 
lowered her gaze. He studied her disinterestedly. She had 
nice legs, firm thighs and jutting breasts. He placed her 
about eighteen, and experienced. Her boy friend wore a 
wool sweater, Levis and had fists like twin rock-crushers. He 
transferred his gaze to the door. He wasn't a bloody fool. 
There wasn't a bird worth getting bashed, and that included 
this one. 


He lit a Consulate, sank into a semi-conscious reverie. He 
was ‘seeing’ Ellie as Ray would when he recovered. It made 
him feel ten feet tall knowing that the rotten little bitch 
would get her ass kicked and be sent packing. Ray wouldn't 
want to touch her with a barge-pole after he discovered 
she'd been laid by Tom. 


He smiled, shook his head thoughtfully. He should have 
stayed hidden out until the bastard recovered. That would 
have been a treat ... 


CHAPTER TWO 


Tom Wash seldom did things alone. Normally, he had ‘The 
Crackers’ to back his every play and he liked it bitter that 
way. He had never been the lone-wolf type. Even in school 
he had surrounded himself with cronies and, being a tall, 
athletically-built boy, he had automatically elected himself 
their leader. He had a natural instinct to command, a strong 
leaning towards violence as the solution of most problems. 
Girls found him attractive - at least those with whom he 
associated. Decent girls not addicted to physical 
relationships with boys avoided him, whispering in private 
that he was repulsive. 


Tom didn't care what anyone thought of him. He was 
above criticism. He was a law unto himself. Coming - as he 
did - from Golder's Green, Tom should have recognised that 
the way to success was by diligent pursuit of the Almighty 
Quid. He didn't. His pleasures in life were bashing heads, 
kicking the shit out of anyone too weak to defend himself, 
and laying anything from twelve to sixty that captured his 
passing fancy. 


During the skinhead era, Tom had geared up with a Ben 
Sherman shirt, Levis, Doctor Martins” boots and a sheepskin. 
Somewhere at home he still had his bovver boots. 


That had been then. No longer. The fuzz crackdowns on 
soccer crowds wearing skinhead ‘uniforms’ had been the 
camel-breaking straw that started the rot. 


Personally, Tom did not mourn the ‘passing’ of skin- 
headism. He enjoyed being individualistic. At least where 
dress was concerned. He spent more money on gear than 
his father did keeping the household going in groceries. He 
had a wardrobe many a Mayfair socialite would have been 


proud to show off to some skinny dolly bird. 


Parking his moped behind the old abandoned factory, he 
stalked down an alley and banged on a door- marked: 
PRIVATE PROPERTY - NO BILL STICKING. A large notice on 
the nearby wall had long since faded and been torn round 
the edges but anyone interested enough could still read 
where it said: FOR SALE - Desirable Factory Space. 


‘We should have keys cut,’ a voice said from behind the 
door as the noise of bolts withdrawing reached Tom's ears. 
He hammered again, grinning when the voice yelled: ‘Screw 
you, Jack!’ 


Lenny Odlick glared when the door inched open. ‘Did you 
hafta bang so bloody much?’ 


Tom pushed past the pint-sized Jewish lad and strode into 
the huge factory area with its yellow painted lines and 
discoloured concrete where machinery had once stood. 


‘Who else is here ?’ 


Lenny slammed bolts into place, limped to join Tom. ‘A few 
of the gang ... why?’ 


‘I've got something to tell them,’ Tom replied with a smile. 
He gestured at Lenny’s leg, asked: ‘How’s it coming along?’ 


‘Bloody sore!’ 
‘It'll feel better after you hear what happened tonight’ 
Lenny grunted, limped ahead of Tom. 


The factory had a peculiar shape, like a gigantic funnel 
with air-lock rubber doors forming a filter where the 
workshop area came to an end and the narrow corridor to 
offices began. Once through the corridor, Lenny and Tom 
entered a spacious, yet somehow cosy, clubhouse. It hadn’t 
always been like this. When Greer & Sons had 
manufactured refrigeration equipment in the building this 


had been the nerve- centre with sales staff and customer 
service clerks battling to explain why production was always 
weeks behind orders. 


Since moving in on the empty, unwanted premises, Tom 
and his mob had made their own changes. The painted 
walls were now covered with cut-out pin-ups, maps of 'North 
London and coastal areas where some of them had fought 
other gangs to a standstill in bygone days. The floors - bare, 
cold, hard concrete when they took over - had scattered 
rugs and worn carpets supplied by various members. They 
had secondhand chairs, sofas, tables and a huge toolbox 
that had been left behind when Greer € Sons departed for 
the bankruptcy court 


Waving to the six members present, Tom went straight to 
the toolbox and produced keys which opened the massive 
padlock holding the hasped door shut. 


‘I’m buying,’ he called, taking a new bottle of Haig from 
the box. ‘Don’t be vague - grab some glasses,’ he called 
with a huge grin. This was his night and a little humour was 
not going to be amiss. 


‘Christ, what’s come over you?’ Lenny asked. 
‘Moses, Lenny - Moses to you!’ 


Lenny snorted. He was fed up with Tom’s continuous 
harping on that subject 


Norman Carr held his glass out. He was medium height 
with a high forehead giving him the impression of being an 
egg-head. In actual fact, he was the dumbest in the mob. 
He was quick, though. Whenever booze was flowing or birds 
being offered he got there fast. Too damned fast for Tom. 


‘Screw you, Norm - you're a bloody hog I’ 


Norman frowned as Tom poured the others a drink each 
before getting around to his offered glass. ‘One of these 


days you're going to get a dose of poison being so bloody 
eager,’ Tom quipped. 


Lenny sampled his Scotch, pulled a face. ‘You’ve been 
diluting it again,’ he accused. 


Tom shrugged. Lenny had to make an issue. They all knew 
the limping Jew-boy seldom got the opportunity to sample a 
real drink. His parents believed that an occasional sip of 
kosher wine straight from Israel was enough for any 
adolescent. 


‘Okay, what’s behind the celebration?’ Gerry McVey asked 
suspiciously. 


‘| did Ray Bellamy!’ 


Tom waited, eyes darting from face to face. He enjoyed 
their uniform disbelief, their group paralysis. If he had been 
in their shoes he, too, would have discounted any such 
statement. 


‘| got the bastard screwing Ellie!’ 


Lenny opened his mouth and roared: “Like hell, you did!’ 
Tom puffed out his chest. He took Lenny’s words for 
affirmation, not questioning the veracity of his claim. 


‘What did she say? Take his place?' 


Tom tossed his drink back, refilled the empty glass. 
Deliberately, he fixed his gaze on a spot a foot above Len 
Ward's head. ‘I did...’ 


Lenny gasped, Norman edged forward with his tongue 
licking dry lips in anticipation. Len stood frozen, eyes 
unblinking. 


“Something wrong, Len?” 


m y 


Yeah! That could involve us with the “Hendon Hards”. 
‘Like since when we ain't been mixing it with those pricks!’ 
Lenny growled. 


‘Listen to me, Len,’ Tom snarled. ‘Ray clobbered Lenny and 
damned near bust his leg. He also dropped me in the shit 
with my old man and that | don't take.’ 


A banging on the door brought an oath from Lenny. When 
nobody else showed a sign of moving he limped away, 
muttering about the “bloody mates he had letting him 
answer every damned knock knowing he had a bloody bad 
leg.’ Tom shut his ears to Lenny’s tirade, concentrating on 
Len. 


For a comparative newcomer to Golders, Len seemed to 
take a helluva delight in making an issue of everything to do 
with ‘The Crackers’ - and especially where Tom’s leadership 
could be queried. What rankled Tom most was the fact he 
had introduced the other into their club. 


“You've always told us about how you loved bovver when 
you were with the “Woolwich Chaps” skinhead mob. Christ, 
I’ve listened to you boast about having an aggro with the 
Lewisham Mob down in Catford and how you kicked the hell 
out of a few of those yetis...” 


‘Make your point,’ Len barked. 


‘Okay, the point is this - how come you ain’t prepared to 
mix it up with the “Hendon Hards” ?’ 


Len laughed, sank his drink and brazenly placed his glass 
within range of the Haig bottle. “Did | say | wasn't 
prepared?” 


“You said it was wrong to do Ray!’ Tom ignored the glass 
and, finishing his second one, poured a stiff jolt for himself. 
Only for himself! 


Len shrugged, tapped his glass. ‘How about another, Tom? 
Maybe you'll begin to understand when we've all had a few 
more.’ 


Tom swept the glass off the toolbox. His face had a flush 
that did not come entirely from liquor. ‘Fuck you, mate!’ 


‘Typical,’ Len said softly. ‘Typical arrogance. I’ve met a lotta 
bright guys who think they’ve got the right to call out 
anyone in a mob but they always worked it so they had a 
few backers in case things got real tough.’ 


Tom felt the anger drain from him. It was patently obvious 
that Len was looking for a non-violent way out of this 
situation. His crude attempt to place Tom at a disadvantage 
wouldn’t work. No more than his effort to alienate the 
loyalty of the others would. 


“You're a chicken,’ Tom said menacingly. “You're a rotten, 
no-good chicken!’ 


Len swallowed hastily. His eyes darted back and forth 
across the faces ranged round him. When the rubber fire- 
doors swung inwards and Lenny returned with Benjy Glass, 
he gave up any hope he had of toppling Tom verbally. 


“Who's a chicken?’ Benjy asked. 
‘This creep!’ 


Benjy smiled and pointed at the glasses the others held. 
‘Drink?’ 


Tom wondered if the Jewish youth was asking for one or 
suggesting the showdown challenge was the result of over- 
imbibing. “Help yourself,’ he remarked, testing Benjy next. 


‘Lenny’s been telling me about Ray and Ellie,’ Benjy said 
as he found a glass and filled it with Haig. ‘Nice work, Tom P 
His eyes dared Len to refute his acclaim. 


Tom sensed victory and the vanquishment of a 
troublemaker. He and Benjy were natural rivals for ‘The 
Crackers’ leadership. Len had no business sticking his 
bloody nose in. “Thanks, Benjy.’ Turning to Len, he smiled. 
“Have a drink, Len. No hard feelings?” 


For want of something to do, and to cover the yellow- 
streak which had shown so clearly, Len bent to retrieve his 
glass. 


Measuring the distance with but a second's hesitation, 
Tom's foot lashed out. He'd worn his Squires that night in 
the event he had to muck in with Ray. Now the heavy 
brogues found an alternative target 


Len saw the foot coming at the last possible moment. His 
head moved to duck the kick but Tom's foot was the faster. 
He caught it square in the mouth. He slammed backwards, 
his body flattening on a scatter rug. It skidded, tossing Len 
to the bare concrete floor. Blood trickled from a corner of his 
bleeding mouth and he was sure a few teeth had been 
dislodged. 


‘Bastard!’ Tom roared and caught Len with another 
damaging kick to the temple. 


“That's enough,' Benjy snapped, coming between Tom and 
his quarry. ‘Do him next time you meet on the street but 
remember the rules - no aggro inside the clubhouse.' 


Tom forced himself to regain control. His nerve-ends were 
quivering, the blood pumping wildly through his body He 
recalled those old days when he was constantly kept like 
this. When aggro and excitement meant so much as a 
staple diet. Not any longer. The bashings, punch-ups and 
kickings had been less frequent of late. His system was 
unable to withstand two glorious eruptions in such a limited 
space of time. 


“Get lost, Len - and don't come back!’ 
Tom glared at Benjy. The pair of them were about equal 
height and weight. Benjy was more handsome and dapper. 


But then, why the hell shouldn't he be better dressed what 
with his old man owning a chain of rag-trade outlets! 


Len staggered to his feet, blackish bruise already forming 
at his temple, blood seeping from tightly compressed lips. 
Tom hoped he choked on his blood! 


“Let him out, Lenny,’ Benjy said. 


Lenny looked at Tom, pleading for vocal agreement. 
“Kick him out!’ Tom snarled. 


Lenny grinned, placed his weight on his game leg and 
landed a hard toe right where Len usually sat down. ‘Out, 
chicken! You heard the boss... ‘ 


“Seems Lenny takes his orders from you,' Benjy remarked 
acidly as he signalled Norman to follow the exiting duo. 
“Very loyal but maybe there’ll be changes after the next 
election, eh?’ 


Benjy's remark about elections brought home a fact. He 
had always known the Jewish youth had an eye on the top 
slot. More than once he had been forced to countermand an 
order issued by the ambitious Benjy. Now it appeared that 
the club would soon be asked to decide - openly - between 
them. 


‘Until that happens,’ Tom said firmly, ‘I’m the leader - and 
make no mistake about that, either.’ 


Benjy smiled, sipped his drink. ‘Nobody is challenging you 
yet, old mate!’ He smacked his lips. ‘Damned good Scotch. 
Mind if | have another?’ 


‘Go right ahead!’ Tom was feeling generous. Not just 
because he had made a ‘hit’ alone. But he had some ideas 
formulating inside his head which, if put into action with his 
customary cunning, could effectively block Benjy’s takeover 
bid. He didn’t mind an occasional challenge but this 
continual chipping away at his authority did not sit well. He 
had to devise a scheme to permanently destroy all potential 
leaders. And, when he worked out one minor detail, he 
believed he had the right plan. 


When Lenny and Norman returned, Tom settled into a chair 
and announced: “| screwed Ellie!’ 


Benjy grinned. ‘Was she worth the trouble?” 


Looking detached, Tom shrugged. ‘I wasn't trying her for 
ability. | only wish Ray had been conscious to see it happen.’ 
‘Did you clobber him hard ?’ Norman asked. 


‘Three times... Christ, I left the bloody weapon beside that 
lousy bitch!’ Tom paled slightly. 


Benjy laughed, raised his glass in mock salutation. “If the 
fuzz find it there’ll be trouble.’ 


‘She don’t dare squeal,’ Tom said more to cheer himself 
than to allay fears in the group. 


‘| dunno,’ Lenny mused. “She's crazy enough to want 
revenge.’ 


‘So | was here with you all night!’ 


Benjy glanced at the pint-sized Jew and asked, ‘Do you 
agree?’ 


Lenny sounded very uncertain when he eventually 
answered. His face was twisted into a self-tormented 
grimace. ‘I suppose! Nobody's gonna take what Ellie says 
and believe it, are they ?’ 


‘Why not?’ Benjy asked solemnly. ‘The fuzz have to 
investigate every accusation. Especially on a rape charge!’ 
Tom poured another drink. He was beginning to feel pissed. 
‘To hell with the fuzz and Ellie. Ray’ll keep her quiet.’ ‘Don’t 
be so bloody sure,’ Benjy said. ‘If he’s been hospitalised 
he’s got to cover for himself, too. There are a helluva lot of 
ifs and buts on this, Tom. Take my advice and fuck off home. 
Let your old man provide an alibi. After all,’ and he grinned 
maliciously, ‘the fuzz have got to accept his word!’ 


Fists clenched, Tom got to his feet and finished his Scotch. 
Ray had got his for bringing his old man into the scene. Now 


Benjy was proposing a further involvement. 


‘| saw you going into your house about six,’ McVey 
volunteered, trying to act as peacemaker. 


‘Was | here with you, Lenny?’ Tom asked, seeking any alibi 
that would exclude his father. 


“You were at home, Tom. Remember telling me you had 
some letters to write?’ The Jew-boy smiled, his loyalty not in 
question: his self-preservation very much to the fore. 


Basically, Tom had a ‘feeling’ for violence. It had not been 
something thrust upon him through environment, poverty, 
the necessity of fighting to stay alive. He had been given 
more opportunities than most to further his education, forge 
a Career. Yet, he had rejected all decency in his lonely 
search for power through brutality. His venture into skin- 
headism had been choice, not following a trend. His 
association with “The Crackers' came from the inborn desire 
to command, to know that he was capable of ordering total 
destruction on the heads of those daring to stand up and be 
counted against his way of life. He was hard, had never 
backed away from bother, enjoyed proving how tough he 
was. Yet, deep down inside, there was a spark of fear when 
it came to any showdown with his father. 


Do-gooders would, no doubt, strive to prove some 
childhood moment when Tom had been victimised by his 
parents. But Tom knew different. His father had invariably 
come to him offering the hand of friendship, comradeship, 
man-to- man relationship. That every gesture had been 
skilfully rejected by the growing boy was not parental fault. 
It was that intangible something which compelled him to 
repel all those who hoped to gain his affection. 


Now, faced with the choice of almost ‘begging’ his mates 
to support him against determined fuzz efforts to break his 
alibi or leaving his protection in the lap of fatherly ‘love’ he 


chose the latter. At least, he reasoned, nobody was going to 
brow-beat his old man\ 


‘I’m going home,’ Tom announced, weaving slightly. ‘Yeah . 
..’ Benjy leered, leaving no doubt about his thoughts on 
the matter. 


Lenny followed Tom, silently. He wanted to broach the 
subject of having keys cut so that everyone could come and 
go as they pleased but he decided against this. Tom wasn't 
in a receptive mood and, too, although he bitched about 
having to act as doorman he did feel proud that he alone 
had been entrusted with the duty and possession of the 
only keys to their clubrooms. 


At the door Lenny said: “Ellie won't squeal, will she ?’ He 
pulled a face, added: ‘I mean, she wouldn't dare!’ 


Tom swayed, finger waggling. ‘lII tell you this, Lenny - if 
she opens her mouth we'll bring her here and gang her! 
How’d you enjoy that ?’ 


Lenny slammed the door, making a helluva lot of noise 
bolting it. Tom laughed, moved off down the alley. He liked 
teasing Lenny - one day he would arrange to have the 
Jewish virgin deflowered. That gave him a bigger laugh. He 
almost forgot his problems thinking about it.... 


CHAPTER THREE 


Darkness is a companion for those embroiled in cogitating 
personal problems. Tom Walsh found it so as he sat in his 
room, a half-bottle of Haig and several gingers helping him 
sift the inconsequential from the pressing. 


Beyond the two trees forming a limit to their garden, he 
could see the blobbed outlines of houses in the next street. 
Large homes, detached, each with its driveway and garage. 
Expensive residences belonging to a variety of executives, 
shop owners, directors. 


One in particular he knew intimately: the one directly 
backing on to the Walsh property. The one with a light 
burning in a bedroom window. He knew the interior of that 
room almost as well as he knew his own. There was a single 
bed with a lightweight eiderdown on it, rose-patterned 
wallpaper, a dressing table with tilt-back mirror, chest of 
drawers, three scatter rugs over a wall-to-wall mauve 
carpet, four pictures on the walls and a portable tape- 
recorder standing on one of two night tables. The other held 
a lamp with a fringed shade. Between the chest of drawers 
and the door was a walk-in clothes closet packed with 
exclusive female gear. 


Sitting with glass in hand, his open window letting in cold 
night air, he kept peering at the other window. She seldom, 
if ever, drew her curtains and tonight was no exception. Yet, 
for some strange reason, she was not showing herself. That 
annoyed him. He was in the mood for voyeurism. His 
experience on the Heath had whetted an appetite he had 
not known existed. 


No, that was wrong! He had always enjoyed watching 
Arlene parade her beauty unashamedly before the uncur- 


tained window. But he had not associated this delight with 
any perversion. He had simply taken it for granted that he 
liked seeing her strip and let him have generous servings of 
naked flesh. After all, it wasn't as if she hadn't given him 
close-ups of that same svelte form. They had been making 
it - off and on - for some years past. Ever since she had 
been jilted and had that little bastard. The one her parents 
had flogged to a Northern family. God, what a rotten deal for 
Arlene. She had wanted her illegitimate offspring. Wanted it 
badly. But not her folk. Not them. Not those snooty-nosed 
bastards with their ‘decent front’ to protect. 


As he watched, and waited for Arlene to show herself, he 
did some heavy thinking. He didn’t enjoy casting his mind 
back to the clubhouse. There had been momentary panic 
when realisation smashed him. The iron bar could prove him 
guilty of a serious crime. Now, in the darkness, surrounded 
by familiar objects and teased by the possibility of catching 
a glimpse of Arlene’s nudity, he saw his temporary fright as 
a natural progression of inactivity. He had been too soft 
lately. Too inclined to forego the pleasures offered by having 
it off with some other mob or tearing a seaside town apart 
during a holiday week-end. Adjusting to Saturday - or 
midweek - punch-ups with other football supporters had left 
a huge hole in his life. Six days without recourse to villainy 
did not make for a happy Tom nor a safe one, either. 


He was a ‘boot boy’. ‘The Crackers’ were boot boys. Not 
Skinheads. Boot boys - a more virulent development of skin- 
headism. It gave him a horse-laugh to read in certain 
newspapers how the skinheads had packed away their 
boots and taken up with girls instead of bovver. Some of 
them had, admittedly. Only some, though. The others had 
got smart and broken with uniformed gear which was easily 
recognised by the fuzz. 


Anyone who believed that boot boys were a figment of a 
journalist's imagination had only to enter an underpass 
anywhere in the London area and find letters scrawled on 
the walls reading: MILLWALL BOOT BOYS, or Q.P.R. BOOT 
BOYS. Even down near Exeter he'd seen the wall writing: 
WONFORD BOOT BOYS. They’d been hard-heads, too. ‘The 
Crackers’ had been bloody lucky getting back to their 
football special intact. 


Up the Arsenal! 


He poured another drink. Arsenal hadn't been playing up 
to form this year. Even that trip to Exeter in the cup had 
been a near disaster. 


A sudden movement caught his eye and he gulped Scotch. 
Straining forward he almost shouted aloud when he saw a 
man stretch and scratch his chest. What a hairy bastard! A 
long, slender arm came into view, beckoned the man back 
out of sight. On to the bed again, no doubt! The lucky rat! 


Disgusted, he helped himself to the last of his bottle and 
poured ginger over it. His phosphorescent clock showed the 
time to be 2:47. He wasn't tired yet nor had he had enough 
to drink. Thinking and those fish and chips bought on the 
way home had absorbed the alcohol. He sipped this drink, 
eyes shut, desperately trying to generate inspiration. When 
it finally came he was grinning, forgetting all about Arlene 
and her current beau.... 

xxx 


The few street lights burning barely served to illuminate 
patches of the avenue. For the most part, the long road was 
a shadowed refuge for ‘The Crackers’. 


It seemed ridiculous that only a week had gone since he 
got his brainwave. In another sense, though, Tom felt that 
months had passed into eternity. There had been some 
hectic discussions and scenes before he finally convinced 


the mob that his suggestion had merit. Benjy, as usual, had 
been the stumbling block. Not that the Jewish youth had 
offered much resistance once the others had cast their 
votes for Tom. But during the preliminaries, Benjy had 
proved himself a formidable protagonist. 


‘I’m bloody cold,’ Vanessa whispered. 
Tom gripped her arm hard. ‘Shut up!’ 


The girl whimpered, struggled to release her limb. She was 
accustomed to receiving rough treatment from the mob but 
that didn’t mean she enjoyed being savaged. 


‘Follow me and no talking,’ Tom growled. 


Like commando ghosts stalking an unsuspecting foe ‘The 
Crackers’ moved into the curving driveway, melting into 
shrubbery flanking the neatly-clipped lawns. Once directly 
before the Georgian-style residence they scattered - half 
filtering round the house to the rear, the others spreading 
thin across the white stucco front. 


Tom smiled to himself. If ever a bastard deserved what was 
coming it was Bannerjee. Who the hell did the wog think he 
was operating a crooked property company and siphoning 
off the loot for his personal use? Tom read the newspapers. 
He knew the scandal that was shaping up over Bannerjee’s 
failure to meet his obligations. Knew, too, that the law being 
a bloody ass would not prosecute to the extent of getting 
the suckers’ money back. 


Well, ‘The Crackers’ would show them how to hurt guys 
like him! Right in the pocketbook. 


Raising his arm, Tom held it poised for several seconds. He 
felt power flowing through him. His army was ready, the 
attack synchronised to the instant. 


‘Let him have it!’ 


The arm fell and a hail of rocks sailed through the air, 
crashing through glass. Pane after pane shattered, exploded 
into myriad glinting pieces. Noise deafened ‘The Crackers’. 
Lights flooded the facade, instantaneously extinguished as 
another hail of stone smashed their holders. 


‘Next target... ’ 


Tom’s voice held a magnetic charm for his followers. Feet 
drummed on gravel with military precision. Shapes rushed 
through the night, streaming along the avenue, 
disappearing into the next driveway. 


There was no time for a full attack. ‘The Crackers’ formed 
a solid line across the meandering ranch-style bungalow’s 
front and, on Tom’s barked: ‘Fire!’ sent a deadly barrage of 
rock wheening at the house. 


‘Retreat!’ 


Leading his warriors, Tom again felt like a general. Ora 
guerilla leader coming down from the hills to make a 
sporadic series of raids on an invading horde. The thrill of 
hit-and-run engagements coursed through his veins. 


As they scattered and headed for the sanctuary of their 
clubhouse, ‘The Crackers’ heard the avenue suddenly come 
alive. Lights splashed every house, voices shouting from 
one home to another asking what was happening. 


Tom could have told them but he was already two streets 
away, weaving down between darkened gardens with 
Vanessa panting in his wake. ... 

xxx 


‘That was just the beginning,’ Tom growled as he 
unbuttoned Vanessa’s coat. ‘When we get really going...’ 
He paused, straining his ears. 


“What's wrong?’ 


He shrugged, said: ‘Thought | heard some of the others.’ 
She struggled to hold her wrist at an angle to catch all 
available light. An enormous watch glinted. ‘It could be 
them,’ she whispered back. ‘You did say ten-fifteen.’ 


His hand moved inside the waistband of her maxi-skirt. 
She moaned softly and lent backwards so that he could 
manoeuvre the hand into position between her thighs. 
‘Want to take my tights off, Tom?’ 


‘You randy bitch - no! l'Il take everything off when we get 
back to the club.’ 


“We've got weed!’ 


He tensed, his hand cupped round her. ‘From whom?’ 
‘Frankie Lennox.’ 


‘That fink!’ 


She snuggled against him, torso gyrating eagerly. ‘You and 
your old American films!’ It was known fact that Tom had a 
Sanyo portable in his room at home and could not be 
dragged away from it once an old Hollywood movie 
featuring Cagney, or Raft, or Bogart, or Ladd, or Bendix, or 
Edward G. started. He was what is fondly called an addict by 
television’s lesser networks whose bankrolls did not stretch 
to producing spectaculars starring British talent. 


‘Lissen, babe,’ Tom mimicked as his hand did sweet things 
to her, ‘I ain't gonna stir from here until you come across !' 


Vanessa giggled, inched down the wall supporting her 
spine. ‘Don’t talk, buster,’ she murmured, ‘just DO!’ 


With a final grope, Tom removed his hand and slapped her 
thigh. ‘Get fixed up. They’re probably here already.’ He lit a 
cigarette and puffed contentedly as she rearranged her 
clothing. The silence was very pregnant with emotion. Tom 
knew what was eating her and mentally promised to satisfy 
her basest yearning when they got back to the club. Until 


then, he had business to attend to and the gang to 
organise. 


‘Did anyone ever tell you you're a bastard?’ 
Yeah, sure.' 


“You are, you know!’ She buttoned her coat and fluffed her 
hair. ‘I was quite prepared to.’ 


You're always getting your bloody knickers in a twist.’ 
‘Who? Me?’ 


Tom grunted, turned to face Benjy. The Jewish youth was 
silently laughing, giving Vanessa the eye. 


‘Take your filthy eyes off her!’ 


Benjy grinned, struck a match and held it longer than 
necessary to light his fag. In the flame his gaze roamed the 
length of Vanessa and there was no mistaking what he was 
thinking; what he was proposing. 


“She's mine tonight,’ Tom gritted. 
“Suits me,’ Benjy laughed. ‘I had it last night.’ 


‘Yeah, and you damned near ruined me!’ Vanessa clutched 
her coat tightly round her trim figure. ‘Pervert,’ she flung. 


‘Jeeze, listen to her. This from a kid that boasts about the 
ten guys who laid her in one afternoon. Lady,’ and Benjy 
jabbed a finger into her breast, ‘there ain't no man capable 
of ruining what's already been well and truly damaged 
beyond repair.’ 


Tom swore, blew out the match. ‘Sex, bloody sex. Let's talk 
about what we're here for.’ 


“You're the leader,’ Benjy hinted sarcastically. 

‘Is everybody here?’ Tom ignored the obvious taunt. 
‘Yessir!’ Benjy saluted. 

‘One of these days...’ 


Benjy stuck his face close to Tom's. “Whenever you're 
ready, mate!’ 


Blood coursed violently through Tom. His hands itched to 
curl round Benjy’s throat and squeeze the final breath from 
his tormentor's lungs. The showdown had been brewing for 
ages. Was this the moment to call Benjy ? Or did the rumble 
come first ? 


‘We'll discuss it in the club afterwards!’ Tom waved aside 
Vanessa's attempted interruption and her mouth shut tight 
in anger. “Get the mob into their groups.’ 


Personally, Benjy thought, he can stick his Hitler tactics 
down his sweater. Aloud he said: ‘Okay, Tom,’ and walked 
away. 


Looking round the stone-flagged courtyard with its 
canopied doors and window boxes forming a neat square, 
Tom wondered who the hell the occupants of the recently 
erected town houses were. Important people or pools 
winners. It had cost a packet to buy a property here, more 
to fork out the annual expenses of maintaining private 
tennis courts, community pool and security men. 


Security men! That was a big joke. Two old duffers sent by 
the Labour. Men without an ounce of stamina nor the guts to 
repel one attack by a bunch of juvenile delinquents. Men 
with a nightly habit of pissing off for a brew-up at exactly 
ten o'clock. 


To blazes with the toffs! Terror started at the top and 
worked down to the slums in Tom’s book. Get the rich ones 
scared shitless and the working families would offer no 
resistance. After all, logic dictated that the fuzz had to 
protect the wealthy first and ifthey couldn’t then what 
bloody chance was there for the poor! 


‘Okay, Vanessa - pick a door!’ 


The girl squeezed his hand. He didn't have to ask if she 
wanted out. There wasn't anything wrong with ‘The 
Crackers’ ’ birds. They could fight better than some all-male 
mobs. They loved the thrill of bashing, of putting the boot 
in. Not that Tom allowed the dollies to participate in the 
actual violence. That was for his lads but, if need be, they 
had the birds as a reserve should the occasion demand 
reinforcements. 


‘Seven!’ Vanessa glanced at Benjy who was stationed not 
far away. She wondered if he knew what Tom was about to 
do. Frankly, she couldn't understand the workings of Tom’s 
mind. It seemed a pointless exercise to her and, she was 
sure, it would cause trouble within their ranks. 


Tom nodded, bent and straightened with a pot of tar. He 
was whistling softly as he nonchalantly strolled across the 
courtyard and stood before Number Seven. It amused him 
to hesitate and let the others ponder what precisely he 
intended to do. There was no question in his mind. None 
whatsoever. And the fact that his action would infuriate 
Benjy made it all the more pleasurable. 


Deliberately, he dipped a brush in the tar-pot and began 
marking the door. He worked slowly, breaking the insignia 
into separate disjointed bits until, finally, he had to link the 
various arms into a unit. Then, he stood back. 


Even in the darkness, the tar swastika could be seen 
against the lighter door. Footsteps sounded behind him and 
he waited, grinning, anticipatingly. 


‘You sod!’ 


The words burst from Benjy’s lips like an explosion. 
‘What’s getting at you?’ 


The Jewish youth grabbed the tar-pot and brush. 
‘Leave it alone!’ Tom’s voice held quiet menace. 
‘The hell | will! Those people are Jewish ... * 


‘So?’ Tom was enjoying the confrontation. 
‘No Gentile bastard is going to do this ... ‘ 


‘| just did,’ Tom chuckled. ‘And, what’s more, I’m going 
round every door.’ 


‘Not bloody likely!’ 
‘You want to make an issue of it?’ 


Benjy brandished the brush, dripping tar on to the stone 
flags. His face was a dark mask contorted by inherited 
hatred for the symbol emblazoned on Seven’s door. '| am 
making an issue, Tom. l'Il go along with vandalism and 
terrorisa- tion. | won’t wear this!’ 


‘Shit! You don’t know them. You haven't been particular 
when we've kicked the piss out of other Jewish mobs so why 
suddenly get religion ?’ 


‘| wouldn't expect an ignorant bastard to understand,’ 
Benjy snarled. ‘Hitler and the Nazi sign don’t mean anything 
to your kind...’ 


‘No? For your information, mate - it was our kind who 
liberated all the concentration camp Jews. My old man...’ 


‘Your old man sat behind a desk like mine.’ 


Tom dropped the topic fast He would argue about what 
their respective fathers had done in the war at some later 
date. Right then there was a more important matter to 
finalise. ‘You want explanations, so okay,’ he said through 
compressed lips. ‘The geezers who live here are all Yids, 
right?’ 


Benjy nodded, said: ‘Jews!’ 


“And Yids ...’ deliberately baiting, ‘loathe anything 
remotely connected with the Nazis. Right?’ 


‘Damn right!’ 


“Then for crissakes what's wrong with getting their fucking 
knickers twisted by daubing swastikas all over their bloody 
doors?’ He was furious and Benjy's interference was rubbing 
him wild. 


‘I’m against it, that's what's wrong!’ 


“Are you against knocking them down or stinking them 
out?” 

‘No!’ 

Tom gave up in exasperation. ‘Aw, hell,’ and he grabbed 
back his tar-pot. Benjy held the brush behind his back, jaw 
sticking out defiantly. Fortunately for both, they were saved 
a knock-down contest for superiority by a light suddenly 
bathing the courtyard in brilliance. In that second, Tom saw 
his mob and mentally vowed to eliminate Benjy as a 
leadership threat at the first available opportunity. He didn’t 
like the separation of Gentile and Jew within his 
organisation. 


“The Crackers’ were more important than any religious 
belief. It didn’t strike him that his insistance on staying with 
the swastika had been directly responsible for the Jewish 
members taking umbrage. What he did had to be right. The 
old adage: / may not always be right but I’m never wrong 
certainly applied in spades. 

‘Scarper!’ 

Benjy darted for the shelter of an alleyway as Tom hurried 
towards Vanessa. 

A door opened and a couple came out. They were too 
engaged in an animated discussion to notice anything 
Suspicious. They were expensively dressed, the woman 
wearing a fur cape over an evening gown. 


Tom grinned, got a firmer grip on his tar-pot. ‘What a 
beautiful target,’ he whispered. 


Vanessa gasped, clutched his sleeve. ‘Go ahead, Tom -1 
dare you!’ 


Tugging away from her excited grasp, he swung the pot 
and stepped forward. The man was closing the door now, 
testing it as insecure people often did. His back was to the 
advancing Tom but the woman saw what was about to 
happen and opened her mouth. 


In that same instant, Tom let fly. Spilling tar splashed 
across the flag-stones, splattered on door and walls. The 
clatter of the pot rolling harmlessly across the stone added 
an additional touch to the moment. It blended perfectly with 
the woman’s high-pitched scream. ... 


In the light, the couple looked like badly made-up 
performers for a Black and White Minstrel Show. Tar soaked 
their hair, faces, clothes in great elongated stripes. 


‘Oh, Tom... Tom... Tom!’ 
Vanessa danced like a young colt, arms around Tom. 


‘Lemme go,’ Tom shouted, dragging the girl along with him 
as he followed Benjy’s avenue of escape. 


‘It was great. . . fantastic!’ 


‘Kid’s stuff!’ Tom muttered as he broke away from the 
over-excited girl. ‘Next time....’ 


CHAPTER FOUR 


Having a desk at the rear of the office was a decided 
advantage, Wilf Tomlinson thought. Not only could he see 
what the staff were doing with their time but, on those rare 
occasions when an important personage came to be 
interviewed, he could evaluate a reporter's capabilities by 
just watching reactions. 


The Echo had a reputation as a full-coverage local paper 
and this included articles meant to arouse the public from 
their apathetic slumbers whenever bureaucratic bumbling 
reared its ugly head. Wilf handled all such articles and 
covered the majority of features dealing with crime, too. 


As chief editor, Wilf had a responsibility to his publisher 
and the general readership. Although he had never been 
employed on a ‘national’ he figured he was the equal of any 
Fleet Street journalist. It was this belief that kept him toiling 
away with a staff that, for the most part, comprised has- 
beens and cubs. 


For almost a month Wilf had been conducting a relentless 
campaign against the vandals who had been terrorising his 
area. He discounted rumours and innuendoes as a source of 
information. He did not take the middle-aged view that all 
teenagers belonging to gangs were bad. Nor did he accept 
the verdict of many that students were a menace to the 
Establishment. He had a son and daughter in their teens 
and both were - taken by his adolescent standards - a little 
wild. That did not, however, make them dangers to the 
community. 


Reports brought in by his staff tended to point a guilty 
finger to one mob - “The Crackers’. Wilf refused to accuse 


them, though. In his strict book - they're innocent until 
we've got a proof-positive case against them. 


He was to admit, in private, that The Crackers’ were a 
menace to society. He knew several of the kids belonging to 
the gang and could not honestly offer one mitigating 
circumstance to explain away their arrogance, their 
seemingly hostile reaction to each and every question he 
put to them. Frankly, he believed ‘The Crackers’ were the 
crowd he wanted to crucify but without that all important 
proof he refused to commit his paper to a smear campaign. 


The wastepaper basket beside his desk was piled high with 
discarded sheets ripped from his typewriter in mild anger. 
No matter how he tried to start his latest article he 
invariably found himself automatically mentioning “The 
Crackers’. And that wouldn't do! 


Across the office, seated by a small battered desk, the 
woman shifted uncomfortably on her chair. Wilf felt for her. 
She did not belong in this madhouse office the day before 
their weekly went to press. She was one of those wealthy 
socialites whose husband was either a city director or had 
died leaving her more money than she could possibly spend 
on charitable deeds. She was mid-forties with large, 
pleading brown eyes and a wonderful hair-do that 
highlighted her silken skin. She wore a neat, unadorned 
black wool suit that adequately emphasised her bursting 
breasts and her firm, lovely thighs. A huge diamond 
glistened on her marriage finger, losing the wedding band 
with its brilliance. 

Fingers resting on the keyboard, Wilf strained his ears to 
catch what young Derek James was saying. Of all his cub 
reporters. Derek showed the most promise although he, like 
his companions, needed rough edges smoothing out. 


‘,.. Identify the thugs?’ Derek asked. 


‘I’m sorry - no!’ the woman replied. ‘It was dark and they 
came at me so fast | didn't have a chance to catch a 
glimpse of them.' 


“Did any of them speak? You know, call each other by 
name?’ 


‘| was too afraid to listen.’ The woman smiled 
apologetically, twisted her hands on her lap. 


‘Have you been bothered since?’ 


“Will they return?’ The woman looked scared. 
‘Sometimes...’ 


Wilf jumped to his feet, called: ‘Derek - a moment, please!’ 


The reporter twisted his neck, saw Wilf’s hard gaze. 
Excusing himself quickly, he hurried down the office, stood 
before his editor. 


‘For God’s sake stop frightening her to death,’ Wilf 
Snapped. ‘You’re not going to drag information from her if 
she’s quaking in her shoes.’ 


‘She doesn’t know much, anyway,’ Derek muttered. 


‘Stay here!’ Wilf dusted off imaginary dirt from his hands. 
“lll handle her...’ He was already striding across the 
office, a smile permanently etched on his strong features. 
‘Ah, Mrs Wilkinson - I’m Wilfred Tomlinson, the editor. Would 
you mind if | asked a few questions ?’ He sat where Derek 
had been and faced her. At close range he could see the 
sorrow lingering in those large eyes, the beauty that had 
not yet begun to fade from her face. He smelt expensive, 
exotic perfume, too. 


‘I’m sorry, Mr Tomlinson - | don't seem to be of much help. 
You see, l've never been a brave person. | scare very easily. 
My husband used to tell me | was afraid of shadows and he 
was perfectly correct. | am.’ 


Wilf -sighed and leant back in the chair. Her voice had 
musical magic in it. He began to regret his decision to take 
over from Derek. This woman was dangerous - for a man 
like him. A man inclined to stray from the marriage bed. A 
man with a definite eye for all things beautiful. 


“This isn't the right kind of atmosphere, Mrs Wilkinson,” he 
said with a gesture. ‘Suppose we terminate the interview for 
the present and, if you wouldn’t mind, pick it up again at, 
say, your home after we close?’ 


‘I'd much prefer that,’ she smiled faintly. ‘But do you feel 
what I’ve got to say is of interest?’ 


‘Certainly!’ He grew serious. ‘We publish facts, and 
crusade against the savages who attacked you. If by 
printing exactly what happened we prevent a similar assault 
on just one innocent victim of this awful age we live in then 
my job has been worthwhile.’ 


The woman nodded, got to her feet. She was taller than 
Wilf, slender and damned attractive. He felt his hormones 
leap, fought to control an urge that would have placed him 
in the same category as those who had, two nights 
previously, seen fit to make her the target for their 
disgusting lusts. 


‘You have my address,’ she said. ‘I shan't be out tonight. 
Call when you are free.’ 


‘I'll be there about seven. Okay?’ 


She nodded again, turned and walked to the door. Wilf 
noted, unconsciously, that every eye in the office was on 
her. It pleased him no end.... 

xxx 


Tom tuned in shortwave and tried to get the Voice of 
America. Although he had no strong desire to visit the 
United States he did, nevertheless, keep up to date and 
informed on everything that happened there. He earnestly 


believed in the saying that what became a cult in the States 
eventually arrived in Britain. He liked being ahead of his 
rivals. 


His clothes were heaped on a chair - ready for wear and 
chosen for what he considered a most vital meeting of “The 
Crackers’. He lay on his bed in the nude, curtains 
deliberately drawn fully aside. He hoped Arlene would be 
peering out. He owed her one for the night she had 
entertained that hairy bastard. 


Static drowned his station and he switched the set off, lay 
back and closed his eyes. The past month had been 
marvellous. Battling Benjy every inch, he had managed to 
infect “The Crackers' with his spirit and get away from what 
he had called ‘kid’s stuff’. That the local rag devoted 
columns to a campaign directed against vandals and 
hoodlums who were terrorising the neighbourhood showed 
the progress he was making. Already, “The Crackers’ were 
North. London's largest mob and more feared than their 
rivals. 


What pleased Tom the most, though, was the way he had 
‘sneaked’ outsiders into the gang. The Jewish influence that 
had been practically fifty per cent of the original mob was 
no longer a threat to his leadership. Only Benjy remained to 
torment him. Even the orthodox Lenny had switched sides 
completely and willingly did whatever his ‘master Tom’ 
commanded. And this included painting swastikas on Jewish 
homes and shops. 


Tom wasn't in favour of risking his freedom by carrying out 
forays with tar or paint but he insisted on the occasional 
destructive outburst just to keep his Jewish mates under the 
old thumb. He knew they detested this aspect of his 
leadership but he just had to prove he was stronger than 
their religious, ‘national’ feelings. 


He writhed and sat up. His mind had suddenly flashed 
back a few nights. The woman had been terrific. He doubted 
if the others had fully appreciated her. He had been 
fortunate that the weed had been nearly all gone when he 
arrived at the club. 


Christ, he could taste her even after this length of time! 


He reclined, letting the ecstatic memory return in all its 
erotic glory. Thank God it had been dark and the gang had 
been too wrapped up in getting at her to talk. She had 
struggled before McVey got mounted but after that it had 
been dead easy. Like plucking apples off a blind farmer's 
trees. 


Five of them! Four hop-heads and himself 1 What a gang 
bang! 


He opened his eyes, glanced at the electric clock. Time to 
dress. He climbed into colourful briefs, his flares. He 
shrugged into his floral shirt with the frilled front and his 
jacket with the velvet collar. Looking in the mirror he 
nodded appreciation. With his hair just right over his collar 
he passed inspection. He got his buff-coloured socks and 
white boots and put them on. 


Unlocking a drawer in which he kept his most prized 
personal possessions he carefully selected a flick-knife, a 
set of dusters he had stolen from a Yankee sailor during his 
skinhead days and the fountain pen with the single-shot .22 
bore. This he checked and, satisfied it was loaded, clipped it 
to his inside jacket pocket. In case the fuzz stopped him he 
placed a small notebook in the same pocket and smiled. 
Nobody ever suspected a pen providing there was some 
legitimate reason for carrying it. The notebook had lasted a 
long while. The names and addresses in it were real - family 
friends and some belonging to guys he had been at school 
with: all perfectly straight. 


“And now, Benjy Glass, let's see if you want to make an 
issue of this election!” he muttered as he relocked the 
drawer and gave his hair one final comb.... 

xxx 


Wilf Tomlinson frowned as he drove by the derelict factory. 
Although, outwardly, it looked like a dozen other empty 
buildings, he knew what it housed. ‘The Crackers’! Often 
during his less-factual moods he had spoken to various 
police authorities about having “The Crackers’ ejected from 
the factory. But the consensus of opinion was against him. 
According to the police it was better to know where the boys 
hung out than have them go underground. 


Swinging on to the main flow of traffic, Wilf caught a 
glimpse of a flashily clad youth in his rear-view mirror. One 
of ‘The Crackers’ ? he asked himself as he signalled for a 
right turn ahead. He felt a momentary impulse to reverse 
and speak to the boy. Then the mood changed again. 


The image of Mrs Wilkinson flooded his conscious - and 
Subconscious - mind. No ‘Cracker’ was worth losing one 
precious minute in her company... . 


Tom noticed the car and frowned. What the hell is 
Tomlinson doing in this district ? he asked himself. He 
loathed the editor of the Echo. Not for printing accounts of 
the terror tactics ‘The Crackers’ had been engaged in but 
for the articles denouncing those who brought uncivilised 
brutality into a respectable locality. The tone of each 
suggested that only low-intelligence neolithic types were 
involved and that youths from decent homes did not lower 
themselves to participate in such vile goings-on. 


He had news for the Echo - eighty percent of The Crackers’ 
came from decent, respectable homes. Tom Walsh included. 
No home could be classified in a higher category than his.... 


CHAPTER FIVE 


Immediately Tom entered the club, Lenny buttonholed him. 
The pint-sized youth had ceased walking with a limp. 
Somehow, it seemed strange not having him drag the 
injured limb and complain about being doorman. From the 
moment he had begun walking normally again all hints 
about each member having keys had stopped. Not that a 
shortage of keys ever bothered any of the gang. There were 
many ways into the factory providing a guy didn't mind a 
spot of climbing. 


“Benjy's fixing the election, Tom.’ Lenny bolted the door, 
hurried to match Tom's longer stride. ‘He arrived early. | 
suspected he would make an attempt to block your 
unanimous election so | stuck close to him. Guess what the 
bastard has done?’ 


'Promised the birds tokens from his old man's shops and 
shirt bargains for the guys!' 


Yeah ... * Lenny’s eyes widened in admiration. 

‘| thought he’d try that,’ Tom said. 

‘He didn’t ask me,’ Lenny remarked proudly. 

‘We all respect your loyalty, Lenny.’ Tom spared the Jewish 
pint-size from embarrassment by not draping an arm over 
his shoulder. Instead, he slapped his back and damned near 
knocked little Lenny on his ass. ‘Sorry, mate ... ' ‘Forget it, 
Tom. You've got my vote!’ 

‘How are the others reacting?’ 

Lenny frowned. ‘I dunno, that Benjy is a cagey bastard!’ 
They had reached the funnel entrance and Tom hesitated 


before pushing the rubber firedoors open. ‘Whatever | do be 
sure and back me,’ he advised. 


‘| always back you, Tom!’ 


Tom didn't query the statement although he recalled 
Lenny’s fear of having the fuzz check him out on an alibi. 
What a bloody fright that had been - and for nothing 1 Ellie 
hadn't squealed, nor had Ray spoken a word when they 
stitched his head in hospital. And the ‘Hendon Hards’ - 
contrary to all expectations - had ignored the affair as if it 
hadn't happened. One thing, though - Ray had dropped Ellie 
like she had a dose! 


Faces swung to follow Tom as he stalked across the club- 
room proper. He sensed the explosiveness in the 
atmosphere, the spite emanating from Benjy and his closest 
friends. 


Most of “The Crackers’ were present. Birds and guys mixed 
without the usual signs of petting or furtive sharing of a 
doctored cigarette. In all, Tom calculated he had an 
audience of approximately thirty when he stepped to the 
toolbox which acted as their ‘dispatch box’. 


‘Okay, okay, let’s have quiet!’ Tom glared at two birds 
indulging in gossip and, as they brassily continued, yelled: 
‘Sherry - Beth, shut up!’ 


Once he had the gathering’s whole attention he 
deliberately opened the toolbox, wasting seconds as he 
uncorked a bottle of kosher wine from Lenny’s house and 
guzzled a third without once removing the bottle from his 
Ups. Only when he felt the mounting bitterness did he 
recork the bottle and say: ‘This is election night. I’m 
standing and so is Benjy. I’ve been informed that my 
opponent - a rat in so many ways - has been offering bribes 
for votes. Okay, that’s the way he figures he can win but | 
warn you all - it isn’t the guy who has to buy leadership that 
is the best man. It’s the one who can afford to stand on his 
record!’ 


Tom felt like one of his old American movie idols as he 
opened the kosher wine a second time and swigged 
contentedly. He could quote the speech from memory 
Exactly the way the crooked politico had conned his 
audience into voting for him as a few hard-heads had stood 
in the background with guns ready to blast those who dared 
go against their candidate. 


‘Spare us the dramatics, man,’ Benjy cried. 
l'Il spare you a bloody killing if you shut up!’ 
Benjy narrowed his eyes. ‘Mine?’ 


‘Hardly,’ Tom replied with a laugh. ‘You’re too chicken to 
challenge me.’ 


Lenny gulped, stood on rubberised legs ‘Yeah...’ He 
swallowed noisily, did his duty. ‘Yeah, if you’re so set on 
taking Tom’s spot make it a challenge!" 

Silence had never been so heavy before. 

Benjy shrugged, examined his fingertips with more 
nonchalance than he felt inwardly. ‘If that’s the way this 
election Is settled ...’ 

‘It is!’ Tom braced himself. Just what Benjy’s reaction would 
be he couldn’t dare forecast. He hoped it would be left to 
him to decide but... 

‘Any suggestions?’ Benjy looked straight at Tom. 


Tom grinned. He’d won in nothing flat. Benjy had been 
suckered. “The normal way - okay?’ 

Benjy nodded, sweat rolling down his sides He was a 
pathetic fool. He should have known 1 ‘When?’ Tom had to 
ask, 

Tonight?’ 


‘Give me an hour.’ Benjy pushed past his supporters. He 
needed them like another hole in the head. All his artful 


dodger tricks had earned him a visit to a doctor. Win or lose, 
both of them had to get marked. 


*1'Il be outside the Brent Bridge!’ 


Benjy heard but didn't answer. That meant Tom would tank 
up in the bar before meeting him. He wished to hell he'd 
brought his moped along. Dutch courage for one gave that 
guy the biggest possible edge. Playing chicken was a ‘game’ 
where every helping of courage - Dutch or not - was part 
way to victory. He'd known some drunk weaklings who had 
won simply because' they hadn't their usual sense to steer 
clear of a serious accident... 

xxx 


Debra Wilkinson tried very hard to avoid the man's direct 
gaze. The type of questions he was asking were the sort no 
woman wishes to answer as the examiner pierces her very 
soul with an enquiring eye. She knew she could never hide 
her innermost feelings. Everyone had told her that. Most of 
all her late husband. He had once said: ‘Debra, I’m a lucky 
man. | can never be cuckolded because you can never 
shield the truth from your lovely eyes!’ 


Rather than look down, or close her eyelids, she picked an 
object to one side of him and concentrated on that. This 
way, she reckoned, he could not probe her to the core. ‘Mrs 
Wilkinson, how many of the little beasts were there?’ She 
blinked back a tear. “Five !' 


“You're sure?’ 
‘Very!’ Her mouth felt dry. 
‘Did they all...’ He hesitated. 


‘Rape me?’ For a second her eyes flickered to meet his. 
Then, hurriedly, she returned them to the object at his side. 
She had not enjoyed what she saw - wondered if all men 
nowadays spent their entire waking lives dreaming of 
fornication. It had been so clear - the desire, the lust-wish, 


the panting-stallion anticipating the mare's absolute 
surrender. ‘Er, yes,’ Wilf replied. 


They did!’ 
“One after the other?” 


“They couldn't wait for each to finish,’ she said, shocked by 
her own detachment. 


“Surely one of them said something?” 
‘Oh, they said a lot - all filthy and horrible.’ 
“But no names?” 


“Only some applying to me!’ She almost wilted then. “Like 
what? ... Skip that, Mrs Wilkinson. | shouldn't have asked 
such a personal, distressing question.’ 


‘| don't mind, Mr Tomlinson. I’ve been raped by five louts. 
I’ve had my shame broadcast by rumour and police wives. 
Your newspaper is going to print my name and the facts. 
Why should | worry about a few dirty names ...?' She 
rocked back and forth, tears running down her cheeks 
unashamedly now. Sobs escaped her lips and she waved 
aside his handkerchief as he whipped it from his breast- 
pocket. 


‘No-o-o!’ she gasped. ‘Let them fall. | should have cried 
earlier!’ 


Wilf had nothing but admiration for the woman. He had 
other plans for her but he still managed to thrust his 
physical leanings aside as he witnessed the courage that 
made women the stronger sex. 


Lifting her head, eyes ready to meet his, Debra Wilkinson 
brushed the tears aside with her hand and said: 'Would you 
like your wife being called a randy whore?’ 


Wilf sat silent, unable to answer her obviously leading 
question. 


‘| asked if...’ 


‘| heard, Mrs Wilkinson. No, | wouldn't. Is that what they 
called you?’ 


“One of many names! The mildest of all!’ 


‘Mildest?’ His face screwed into hardness. He was thinking 
about the five who had raped her - and the things he would 
have done to them if the judgement and execution of that 
verdict was his alone. 


“Oh, they knew all the words, Mr Tomlinson. Those four- 
letter expressions so popular with West End stage directors 
today. You have heard them ... ?’ 


‘Most men have,' he said. 
‘And most young girls, | imagine.’ 
‘You could be right... ’ 


‘lam. They told me so! One even boasted about the way 
his girl liked to talk dirty when he was copulating with her. 
He kept telling me what she said and what he said and he 
was saying it to me. To me, Mr Tomlinson/' 


“Can | get you a drink?’ He felt rising concern for her. “Yes - 
a stiff brandy. You'll find bottles in that cabinet.’ She 
indicated a French Provincial cabinet which went perfectly 
with the other antiques in the room. It was a warm, 
comfortable room. The kind that belonged on a television 
set depicting the great wealth of princes of the realm back 
in the reigns of the Georges. 


‘Mr Tomlinson, will you tell me in all honesty - do you think 
l am a promiscuous woman?” 


He almost spilt brandy on the cabinet. ‘I’m not a judge...’ 
he began. 


‘Shame on you, sir,’ she mocked. ‘You have been studying 
me like a piece of meat on a butcher’s slab. Like a vestal 
virgin about to be deflowered by a vile priest. Surely, if you 


can contemplate me for a conquest, you must have an 
opinion of my morals.’ 


Wilf smiled, hand steady as he finished pouring. Bringing 
the glasses to her he offered one, sipped from his own. 
‘There are women, and women,’ he said. ‘You are a beautiful 
creature - no, seriously, you are beautiful - and, T admit, a 
woman to make me consider the possibilities of taking to 
bed with intent to commit adultery.’ 


‘Poor man,’ she sympathised. ‘Il am a scarlet woman. A 
wronged, dirty woman.’ 


‘A very attractive woman ...’ 


His gaze caught the smile lingering round her mouth, the 
liquid warmth in her eyes, the almost lascivious positioning 
of her body. He grew cold, hot, filled with puzzlement. 
“Would you if | said yes?’ 


‘Yes!’ 


‘Yes, then!’ She lowered her glass, got to her feet, 
announced: ‘The bedroom is this way.’ 


He tried to make his head stop reeling. This was 
unbelievable. The impossible. The highly improbable. 


‘Or would you prefer taking me outside and performing the 
ritual on the grass ?’ she asked as the door opened.... 
xxx 


Tom Walsh did not make a habit of visiting the local pubs. 
When he did, however, it was invariably the Brent Bridge. 
He had started coming in here years back when a first 
division club stayed at the hotel prior to making their 
appearance at Wembley. Even under-age he had looked old 
enough to imbibe. 


Tonight, he soaked in the atmosphere and chatted to a 
dolly bird as he knocked back a half dozen Haigs. He had 
always been a sociable type and chatting up women came 


easy as pie. The money in his pocket let him treat the girl 
without having to penny-pinch. This was the way to a bird's 
bed - flashing it, and it! 


He caught the time and frowned. That bastard Benjy! 
He laid a quid on the bar. “What's yours?’ he asked the girl. 
‘No more for me, luv!’ 


He squirmed mentally. If she'd said that first go he’d have 
given her the push. He hated birds calling men “luv”. He 
always associated them with Northerners and barmaids. He 
wasn't a true snob but he had a right to expect his dollies to 
conform to his standards. And “luv' wasn't one of those. 


‘Large Haig,'he told the barman. ‘And one for yourself.’ He 
believed in treating barmen with equality and a few drinks 
per session. When others fought for attention he was 
getting royal service. Crowded bar or not! 


‘Do you have to leave?’ the girl asked, leaning her breasts 
on the bar. 


‘Sorry, yes! But | could come back in about an hour.’ 
‘| dunno, luv!’ 


He shrugged, washed her off his list. A second /uv finished 
any further examination of her abundant charms. He drank 
his drink, waved to the barman, said: Keep those covered, 
darling,’ and left. 


CHAPTER SIX 


Headlights played havoc with the slick road surface. Tom 
could barely make out Benjy’s moped screaming round the 
corner from Golders Green Road as glare bounced off the 
wet macadam and reflected off his plastic visor. He'd made 
a mistake doing that U-turn after leaving the bar. He knew 
now he should have driven straight across the lights and 
met Benjy head-on. But no, he had to act the bloody 
monkey! 


To hell with them all! 


He geared into high, roared against oncoming traffic. A car 
swerved, almost side-swiped another speeding past. Served 
the rotten driver right! 


He was nearly at top wack and Benjy had the advantage of 
the kerb. Unless... 


The moped crunched against the kerb’s concrete, scraping 
paint from the foot-rest. He held it steady, hearing the 
metal complain as he smacked the occasional kerb join. If 
Benjy wanted to hold his advantage he’d have to wipe him 
off his windshield. It was head-on collision course and no 
chickening out! 


He saw Benjy’s moped roaring down on him and he 
sweated. His hands gripped the bars, holding firm, guiding 
the machine in a line that gave him a fraction of an inch to 
spare. Everything depended now on his skill. One scrape, 
one bump he couldn’t see in those bloody headlights and 
he’d buy his ticket to Hades. 


Screeching brakes sounded hollow in his ears. He’d wanted 
the tortured crunching of metal as Benjy’s machine slid 
under an oncoming car. 


He used his foot, slowed. Benjy was a few hundred yards 
down the North Circular. He screwed the moped round, 


gave a horn-tooting motorist the two-finger sign and sent 
the machine roaring with the traffic. It was Benjy’s turn to 
be daredevil! 


He swung out between the two lanes of cars, caught Benjy 
off-guard. It was like rush hour with traffic building to a late 
night fever pitch. There was never a dull day along the 
North Circular! 


Benjy flashed by, a car width separating them. He hooted, 
waved, filtered quickly into the kerb and bounced off it to 
make the turn and chase Benjy. They were both being 
dazzled by lights, both bucking the flow. 


Benjy took Golders Green Road again, flashed up the 
incline. Tom followed, puzzled at this manoeuvre. Just past 
the Albert, Benjy made a right turn down towards Brent 
Underground station and the bridge. 


Tom grinned, accelerated. 


The moped stood on its rear tyre as he braked viciously. 
Benjy had tricked him. Tom skidded, slewed into the 
alleyway back off the row of shops where Grodzinski had his 
bakery. His headlight caught the other moped turning, 
revving for a challenge. 


“Suits me bloody fine!’ Tom said aloud. 


Above the wall dividing alley from the tiny gardens 
belonging to the flats situated above the shops a black cat 
crouched, unaware of the drama being enacted feet from its 
paws. It had eyes only for the rat nibbling garbage beneath 
the broken gate to the right. 


Benjy kicked off, aiming for Tom’s machine. Playing 
dangerous games amongst other traffic wasn't solving their 


contest. He had to know which of them had the guts for 
leadership. Had to know! 


Tom wasn't interested in proving, or disproving, his 
courage. He'd had more than a few drinks and his 
judgement did not extend to split-second decisions. All he 
wanted was to ram Benjy’s moped down his bloody throat 
and hear the other cry ‘uncle’. 


Like monsters battling for territorial gain, the roaring 
mopeds careened towards one another. They had but 
moments of fleeting time to give way, or crash. The alley 
did not extend forever. Not even for any decent length. 


The rat heard the noise, squeaked, ran across the alley for 
his hole. 

The black cat, keyed to follow his natural enemy, stayed 
blissfully unaware of the mopeds. He leapt... 

Benjy saw the shape flit across his headlight, swerved 
automatically. 


Tom caught the dark object and ducked, his machine 
kicking from under him ... 
xxx 


Vanessa lit the cigarette and stuck it into Tom’s mouth. 
“Benjy's getting out tomorrow,’ she announced. 


Tom twisted and moaned. His ribs hurt and the bandages 
had started to rub him raw. ‘I’m in until Saturday,’ he 
whispered. 


The girl nodded. ‘Benjy told me. Asked if I'd go to the 
match.’ 


‘Bloody seats,’ Tom complained bitterly. 


‘| like sitting once in a while,’ the girl said. ‘Anyway, you 
can’t attend.’ 


“There's a midweek game. Tell Benjy we'll settle our fight 
there!’ 


“How ?’ She seemed excited already. 
“Head bashing!' Tom forced his face to crease into a grin. 


Til warn the mob...’ She patted his hand, took the 
cigarette and extinguished it. ‘Be good, Tom.’ She ran down 
the ward leaving him swearing. 


‘Language, Tom - language,’ a nurse remarked as she 
strolled by. 


He told her what to do with herself and she laughed. ‘A 
medical impossibility,” was her parting shot. 


He lay back, eyes shut. Two bloody weeks in hospital! Both 
of them! Both mopeds written off, too. And the bloody cat 
hadn’t even a scratch. One day he’d return to the scene of 
that crime, find the cat and wring its bloody neck. ... 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


Debra Wilkinson held the copy of the Echo and trembled. 
She couldn't be absolutely sure but there was something 
about that face that reminded her of the fifth rapist. Some 
chord of memory that screamed silently for the world to 
hear its plea. 


Ever since the Echo had published the report of the two 
youths being hospitalised following the ‘accident’ in that 
alley she had kept looking at the paper in the hope that 
some subconscious shred of proof would present itself. She 
couldn’t - wouldn’t - inform the police on the tenuous thread 
that dangled her hopes of one day locating those boys. 


No, she had to be sure beyond any shadow of doubt. Just 
like the law said it should be. Her shame must not be visited 
upon an innocent youth regardless of what Wilf Tomlinson 
said. She did not take into account his flat statement that 
the boys had been playing the dangerous game of ‘chicken’. 
What they did outside her ken did not count. It was what 
they - or at least the one called Thomas Walsh had done to 
her that really mattered. 


Wilf. . . 


She dropped the newspaper on a coffee table. Her body 
yearned for Wilf’s arms, Wilf’s flesh against hers. She had 
wanted him since that first night in this house. The night he 
had refused to accept her offer. 


She did not blame him. Her remark about being taken on 
the grass was enough to put off most men. She knew that 
Wilf respected her even though he wanted to make her 
perform like a common slut. Love-making was more than 
being brought together in the physical sense. It was a 


meeting of mind and body. Wilf had yet to meet her on a 
mental plane... 


When he did there would be nothing to stop them from 
having intercourse! 


She shuddered. Had the rape set off unknown hormonic 
reactions within her? She could not remember being so 
inclined towards physical union. There was no doubt about 
Wilf’s ability to bring her to orgasm. She knew - with Eve's 
hand-me-down knowledge - that he, more than her late 
husband, would fully satisfy her wildest cravings. 


Poor Wilf! Poor Debra! 
Would they ever make it together ? 


She had another soul-destroying thought - when the 
rapists had been caught and sent to prison, would Wilf drop 
the need for an excuse to visit her ? Would he then come 
into the open and admit that his attentions were strictly 
dishonourable ? 


She sincerely hoped so.... 
xxx 


‘Damned woman!’ Wilf whispered as he savagely attacked 
his typewriter’s keyboard. 


An article lay drafted beside him with a scribbled notation 
in red showing how Debra Wilkinson was affecting his work. 
Not once in his many years in journalism had he ever felt it 
necessary to refer anything he had written to a publisher for 
verification of publishing standards. In this case, though, he 
was being guided by lust and hatred. Lust for Debra. Hatred 
for the young beasts who had raped her. 


After wasting hours getting the article whipped into shape 
he had finally decided not to print it without first having its 
content okayed from above. That meant doing a new article. 
And time was short. 


Too damned short to get fire in the belly of his tirade 
against the council's new scheme to improve certain areas. 
Improve! Destroy, he felt! High-handed methods were for 
dictatorships not duly elected democratic bodies. And 
councils were, in his opinion, the least democratic of all 
British national institutions. 


As his fingers flew across the keyboard his mind fought to 
bring Debra's image into clear focus. The bloody woman 
was driving him insane. He had to have her soon or his work 
would suffer. And his marriage. Already, his wife was asking 
if he was getting too much from that red-headed bitch in 
advertising. Christ, if there was one woman in the company 
he would not have touched with somebody else’s penis it 
was that one. Pimples on her thighs, perspiration staining 
her knickers when she bent over and showed her round ass. 


He shuddered, concentrated on berating the council. At 
least that took his thoughts off the redhead and Debra.... 


x OK OK 


Tom Walsh was thinking about Debra Wilkinson at that 
exact same minute. Lying in the hospital had served to 
increase his desire for a woman. Some of the young nurses 
were right ravers but doing anything about it there in the 
ward was next door to impossible. There was one though 
who made no attempt to stop him having a fast feel when 
she made the bed. But what the hell good was a feel? He 
wanted an all-the-way session. 


He kept thinking back to the night they’d raped the 
woman. God, she’d been terrific. What he’d always wanted 
for a semi-permanent bit Experienced, able to take it like 
she had. Not one of your thin-thighed birds, either. Meaty 
like a mature woman should be whilst being slender enough 
to pass for a movie star. 


The agony of wanting drove him nearly crazy | He 
tried getting the picture out of his mind. ... 


A few days and he'd be out. They didn't keep anyone in 
hospital longer than necessary these days. His two broken 
ribs, chipped bone in the elbow, concussion and assorted 
abrasions were, for the nurses, minor injuries. According to 
the you-can-give-me-a-fast-feel nurse he was one of their 
walking wounded. She nearly turned his stomach describing 
some of the road accident cases she'd had to patch up. 
Christ, wait until he got that bloody Benjy ! 


Up the Arsenal ! 
Up “The Crackers!’ 
Up Tom Walshl 


x KOK 


Lenny Odlick felt conspicuous in his little skull cap as he 
walked at a respectable distance behind his old man. It 
didn’t matter that his religion came high on his charts - if 
one of ‘The Crackers’ saw him he'd be ribbed for ages. He 
wanted to cut out, remove the offending article and shoot 
around to the club. This was the day Tom got out of hospital. 
He had a whale of a lot to tell his leader.... 


Bloom’s were doing tum-away business when he angled 
across the road and avoided an aunt making a stately exit 
from the restaurant. The last bloody thing he wanted right 
then was getting clobbered with a baby-sitting chore. And 
she always had somewhere to go, needed someone to look 
after her three monsters. 


He saw his father look round and high-tailed it out of sight. 
Rather the anger of a disgruntled parent than the suffering 
of baby-sitting! 


There had been a time when his family had meant a lot He 
could remember with fondness those gatherings at home 
and the laughing, singing, sober pleasures of just being with 
relations. But not now. The older relatives were a bore, the 
younger ones straighter than fuzz. He didn’t fancy being 


advised on money affairs, being told how to make 
investments pay off or get shown the intricacies of 
operating a business. That was for those with ambitions. Not 
for the likes of Lenny. 


All he wanted from living was to become an important 
member of ‘The Crackers' - a deputy leader, perhaps. To 
attend every Arsenal match and clobber anyone who didn't 
agree with his idea of sportsmanship, team superiority. To 
have all the birds in “The Crackers’ - one after the other until 
his strength was totally sapped. To be known as not just that 
pint-sized runt of a Jew.... 


He swore, stuffed his cap in his pocket and took a short cut 
through a garden.... 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


Compared to the crowds Arsenal had played for last 
season, this match was sadly lacking in fervent supporters, 
Tom thought. Admittedly, the team were not doing as well 
as predicted. The ‘double’ had taken some of their steam 
and getting back to that peak form had been more than the 
majority of the players had managed. Stuck midway in the 
league tables was so reminiscent of their years in the soccer 
wilderness. 


It was uncomfortable standing on the terrace with his ribs 
encased in plaster. He was thankful that it was sticky tape 
plaster, not the white gooey hard stuff they wrapped broken 
legs and arms in. He'd had that once as a kid and it had 
weighed a bloody ton. 


He could see Benjy's head in the crowd nearer the pitch. 
Lenny was there somewhere - too small to see the game but 
sticking to his rival for other reasons. 


“Not many here, mate,’ Gerry McVey remarked acidly. 


Tom glared at the other. He had taken a dislike to Gerry 
since discovering that his former ally had turned traitor and 
joined forces with Benjy. Yet, he had to stay with Gerry. 
Those were the rules! 


“Enough for my purpose,' Tom snarled. His hand dipped 
into his pocket, touched the metal duster. When the going 
got rough he'd wear the bloody thing. 


A roar filled the stadium as The Gunners came out. Tom 
felt himself swept away in fanatical yelling. Those were his 
heroes. Arsenal! Every manjack on the field had his 
adoration, his vehement vocal support. To hell with the 
critics - up the Arsenal! 


‘Come on, George |’ Tom felt his feet move slightly 


imagining how Armstrong would shatter the Newcastle 
defence. God, how he loved those colours - the red and 
white of his Gunners. 


“There's a Geordie!’ 


Tom pushed his team from his mind, searched the terrace 
for the rival supporter. He could make out the familiar black 
and white scarf and his hand itched. ‘Where’s Vanessa?’ 


Gerry pointed, gave the girl her signal. 


‘Jeeze, it feels great,’ Tom sighed. Inactivity had made him 
restless and the ‘call to arms’ brought to mind the military 
symbolism again. He was a retired general eking out a 
lonely, dreary existence - and then the Defence Department 
got on the blower and requested he help them out of a 
sticky situation. How his blood would pulsate, his heart 
pound/ He said yes, naturally. And, with his flair for tactics, 
he soon had the blighters on the hop... . 


Gerry broke his reverie, his grammatically incorrect 
thought-flows, his self-praising day-dreams! 


‘Bloody supporter’s club should have their privileges taken 
away!’ 

Tom agreed silently. Trust the bastards to yell louder than 
any other club’s mob when the team was on a winning 
streak. And to drop away when things looked blackest! 


Vanessa came to his side, nudged him. ‘Want it now?’ she 
asked, face flushed. 


Tom grinned. ‘Want it all the time!’ he replied pointedly. He 
felt her thigh, slid his hand inside her ankle-length coat, 
gave her a worthwhile grope before accepting the leadshot 
loaded cosh she carried inside her bra. Just like the old days, 


he thought. Skinhead days, when the birds avoided police 
searches by carrying their mates’ weapons on their person. 
Just like gangsters’ molls, too. Times hadn’t changed that 
much! 


“Start counting,’ Tom advised Gerry and melted into the 
crowd. 


Following him, Gerry wanted to swear. Last season it would 
have been next door to impossible to move so freely 
through an Arsenal crowd. Then, they had been packed like 
frantic sardines with precious few air pockets separating 
each spectator. 


Tom was behind the Newcastle supporter. Supporters, 
plural. The others did not have scarves but they were vocal 
enough to recognise the Geordie accent. Gerry sighed. It 
was not for him to rescue Tom if the tables were turned. This 
was a chicken-out dare. Benjy and Tom. Two against the 
world, so to speak. Bashed heads against leadership of (The 
Crackers’.... 
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Newcastle had taken the field. Like hungry gourmets 
deprived of a meal for starving weeks, the Geordie fans 
erupted in frenzied clamours as if their voices would give 
the struggling team encouragement, and victory. What they 
lacked in strength they more than made up for in sound. 


Tom scowled, fingered his cosh. It couldn't have happened 
like this last season. It bloody well wasn't going to happen 
again.... 


The fan with the scarf waved his hands, yelled his lungs 
out. Tom smiled now. This was the one! 


Graham lashed a fantastic shot past Wilson and the 
Newcastle supporters went wild. They wanted their boys to 
keep up the good work | 


Big John Roberts in his Number 5 shirt blasted one past 
Irish international ’keeper lan McFaul, much to the 
tumultuous amusement of the Arsenal fans. 


Unaware that the youth directly behind him was a fanatical 
Gunner supporter, a boot-boy de luxe, the Geordie with the 
scarf turned and proudly yelled: ‘Newcastle are the best!’ 


Tom laughed, slipped his cosh into position. “You're right, 
look at that... > His free hand gestured and the fan swung, 
eyes darting back and forth across the pitch. 


Tom didn't hesitate now. He brought the cosh up... down 
ina slashing movement. He felt the satisfying crack as it 
caught the other behind the ear. 


Blood spurted, the fan slumped! 

Not to forego his complete pleasure, Tom used his 
Squires and landed a kick smack in the stricken fan's gut. 
‘One,’ Gerry intoned in Tom's ear. 


Like fire spreading through a tinderbox forest, the Geordies 
got the message... ‘Enemy in sight!’ As one body they 
swung... 


Tom didn’t give a bloody damn about the odds. This was a 
decider. ‘The Crackers’ would judge him on his ability to 
tackle overwhelming odds and beat Benjy’s record. 


The kid below Tom was small, thin, razor-featured. He 
twisted to get a face-to-face confrontation. As he swung 
right round, Tom unleashed a mighty blow and caught the 
kid across the nose. He felt sick as cartilage gave way and 
snot flowed from the nostrils. But he didn’t flinch. His cosh 
swung again, and a third Newcastle head fell before his 
onslaught. He was all set for a foursome when the tall, 
broad- shouldered man seized his arm in a bone-crusher. 


Gerry paled, vanished from sight in the struggling throng. 


Vanessa, her eyes bulging, suddenly vaporised. 
‘You fuckin’ menace!’ the man snarled. 


Tom tried to switch the cosh from his numb hand to the 
other, found his body pressured on every side by an angry 
mob. 


‘Bastards like you get Arsenal a Weedin’ bad name!’ 


Tom wanted to split the man’s balls with his Squires but he 
let reason take control. It wouldn’t do him any good being 
classed as an ‘unwanted’ by the official supporters’ club. 


‘Leggo 

The man stuck his face almost into Tom’s. The eyes were 
blazing, filled with hate. ‘Give me your toy!’ 

Tom let the ham-like fist take his cosh away. 


‘| should use this on you!’ The eyes continued to hate. ‘Get 
lost, yobbo - an’ don’t bleedin’ come back into my pad!’ 


Tom pushed past the man, found himself elbowed and 
kicked as he fought to get further back on the terrace. He 
looked everywhere for McVey - saw nothing but semi- 
hostile features making sure he kept going... going... out of 
Highbury’s ‘sacred precincts’... 


CHAPTER NINE 


In every organisation there is a hard-core supporting the 
most militant of the elected committee. In “The Crackers’ 
there were exactly seven hard-core enthusiasts backing Tom 
all the way. Of these, Lenny Odlick could be counted out He 
loved to express his loyalty to Tom but, once the pressure 
became unbearable, there was as much sense in believing 
Lenny to be hard as thinking that water was liquid steel. 


On reflection, Tom reached the conclusion that he had 
been fooled by “The Crackers’. The trip to Exeter, for 
instance, had been a hard-core journey into the unknown. 
Some of the best-remembered Highbury hi-jinks had been 
conducted by the self-same group. And, too, the support for 
his vandalistic policies had been rushed through by 
vocalisations from his ‘faithful seven’. 


Now, as he stood before the assembled ‘Cracker’ 
membership, he had cause to separate the hards from the 
softs. Benjy, it had been established, counted four heads 
bashed at the game. Four definite, verified heads! One more 
than Tom. But, cagey as usual, Tom did not specify his total. 
He turned to Gerry, asked: ‘How many?’ 


Sheepishly, Gerry grunted: ‘I dunno - when that geezer 
pushed me aside | got to hell outta there! | know him - he’s 
a bouncer for the Mecca!’ 


Tom felt ten-foot tall. Gerry had fled. Nobody had counted 
his heads. He stuck his chest out, gave his verdict: ‘I win! | 
got six...’ 


‘Shit on you!’ Benjy exploded. ‘I’ve got a witness. . ‘And | 
had one!’ 


‘That doesn’t say you...’ 


‘I’m saying | got six of the bastards. Are you calling me a 
liar?’ 


‘Bloody right |’ Benjy got to his feet, pulled a hipflask from 
his pocket and belted back a few gurgles. 


‘Christ, he needs comfort,’ Tom sheered. 


'If the leader wasn't so cheap with the booze we'd none of 
us need our own supplies.’ 


‘Do | use funds?’ Tom asked softly. 


‘Naw - but you’re miserly with hand-outs,’ Benjy replied. 
‘I’m miserly? I’m miserly! Listen, fellas - this no-good 
bastard has twice the spare cash I’m given and he wouldn't 
even spend a few bob on a French-letter.’ 


The hard-core cheered, blew raspberries at Benjy. 


The membership sat silent, watching their skilled an- 
tagonists wear each other thin. 


‘1 don't need those,’ Benjy chided. ‘I’ve been sterilised!’ 
Tom glared. ‘You’ve been what?’ 


‘Sterilised!’ 
‘At your age?’ He was shocked. 


‘I’ve had two kids by different girls “You're a 
randy bastard!' 


‘Aren’t you?’ 

‘I’ve never put a bun in the oven,’ Tom declared. 
‘Pity - that makes you a no-good fucker!’ 

‘I’m better than you ... ’ 


Vanessa jumped to her feet, eyes shimmering. ‘I can make 
a suggestion,’ she shouted. 


Tom glared, Benjy sighed. 


‘We’ve got a say in “The Crackers”,’ Vanessa said, tapping 
her chest to make sure the guys understood she meant the 


female membership. ‘We don't care how strong or nasty you 
are. We want screwing - lots of lovely screwing. If the leader 
can satisfy us that's the one we vote for.. .. ’ 


Tom grinned. “Thanks, Vanessa. Benjy - are you willing to 
prove yourself as a man?’ 


‘When?’ 


Tom couldn’t figure what difference the time meant but he 
said: ‘Whenever you say.’ 


Tomorrow night?’ 


‘Suits me...’ He frowned, still puzzled, asked: ‘Why the 
delay?’ 


Benjy laughed, ran his gaze over the birds and replied: 
They'll understand. I’ve already had mine for today ...’ 
Vanessa chortled, clapped her hands, shouted: ‘Make it 
even, Tom. I’m yours ...’ 


Tom sighed. The trouble with Vanessa, he warned himself, 
is she’s a nymphomaniac. Regardless of how often she got 
laid she was always begging for another helping. And that 
gave him an idea ... 


‘Benjy - are you ready to make rules?’ The Crackers’ loved 
rules! 


“If they're applicable - sure!’ 


‘Vanessa’s my bird, Carole’s yours. We change for the first 
fuck, go down the line for the others?” 


Benjy eyed Vanessa with a lecherous eye. ‘I agree!’ 


Tom felt satisfied. He knew the Jewish challenger had not 
yet sampled Vanessa’s special brand of loving. In the event 
Vanessa should tire herself in advance he determined to 
keep her inactive until the contest began.... 
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“Won't your old man come in and catch us?’ Vanessa asked 
as Tom removed his briefs and presented her with a vision 
of nymphomaniacal pleasure. 


“He never comes into my room!' Tom scowled, a secret 
sorrow making him morose. 


‘My dad often comes in to see me,’ Vanessa confessed. ‘Of 
course, he isn’t interested in sex - thank God |’ 


“How do you know that ?’ 


“ve heard mum pleading with him. The bastard doesn't 
want to know what she's got between her legs!' 


Tom flopped his pyjamas on the carpet, stuck one leg in. 
“Don't wear those!’ 


“Why not?” 
Vanessa winked. ‘I might need to grab you.’ 


‘You won't,’ Tom said. “You're here to make bloody certain 
you haven’t had any on the side before Benjy gets in.* ‘You 
think that’d stop me ?’ She seemed amazed, shocked. ‘It 
might make you less demanding!’ 


“You're the rottenest bastard I’ve ever known!’ 
Vanessa declared. 
‘And the smartest, eh?' 


She dropped her skirt, pushed her knickers down in a 
hurry. Fingers playing with her pubic hair she asked: ‘Don’t 
you even want to feel me?’ 


‘No!’ 
‘| could 


“You're climbing into bed and sleeping,’ Tom snapped. She 
stood naked, posturing, daring, offering with gesture and 
silent promise all he loved. 


“Benjy*ll make sure you're satisfied!’ 


‘l'II make sure you aren't,” she said with hate filling her 
loins. ... 


Chapter Ten 


Far from being discouraged by the time lapse from rape to 
arrest, Wilf Tomlinson continued to visit Debra's home and 
carry on as if he was writing a series of articles dealing with 
one woman's life story. His questions, by now, had searched 
back into her first marriage, her childhood, her secret world 
of dreams. He did not accept non-commital replies for 
factual answers. He delved, deeper and deeper, until she 
began to wonder if, perhaps, she was divulging too much of 
herself. 


“Did you ever dream about your father once you reached 
adolescence ?’ 


Debra narrowed her eyes, pushed a cushion into place and 
settled her spine against it. ‘What on earth has that to do 
with my feelings after a rape ?’ she asked. 


Wilf sighed, covering his confusion. ‘I. .. oh, forget it 1’ 
Debra shook her head in the negative. 
Tm not prying, am I?’ 


‘You are,’ she replied with a laugh. ‘Wilf...” She shut her 
mouth with a snap. Her eyes closed. 


‘Wilf?’ He bent forward, took her hand. ‘You want to call 
me Wilf!’ 


Her eyes snapped open. A reversal of what had formerly 
been the ploy, she thought. ‘Yes, | do ... Wilf I’ 


‘And... ?’ 


She trembled, not daring to make her innermost emotions 
public knowledge. 


“You're in love with me!’ 


The conceited so-and so! she thought. Oh, God - l am in 
love with him! 


Wilf moved closer to her, venturing more than he had ever 
felt would be his pleasure as his hand rested on her knee, 
then slid beneath her skirt. 


‘Tell me, Wilf ‘I love you?’ 


She swung her head away. ‘No! Tell me what you feel 
seated next to me, touching my leg.’ 


‘| feel warmth, a flooding of my loins.’ 
‘That’s sheer sexual desire,’ she accused. 


‘Not necessarily,’ he said. ‘Men and women are creatures 
governed by natural instincts. No instinct is more natural, 
more basic than the wish to reproduce. Be that the 
temporary union or the permanent fusion that results in a 
child bom of both.’ 


‘You’re making a rather crude plea for intercourse.’ 
‘Intercourse between two consenting adults is never crude. 
Nor can it be classified as perverted. Acts found to be 
pleasurable shared by two mature people are right, proper, 
morally legal - if not according to ancient laws written by 
puritanical scribes more addicted to the furthering of 
religion than the fostering of a population explosion.’ Debra 
Wilkinson bent forward ‘Consenting being the operative 
word, | Suppose ?’ 


‘It is. Rape is not consent. Therefore rape is punishable by 
law. But forced taking during marriage is legal and not 
subjected to a court’s ruling.’ 


‘Which category do you fit into, Wilf?’ 


He moved his hand higher ... higher... under the elastic of 
her knickers. ‘Which would you, as a jurist, put me in ?’ His 
fingers probed the forested delights she had kept so sacred 
until the moment of her shame. 


‘Lover? Casanova seductionist.’ 
“And you ?’ he asked nervously. 


‘I’m beyond hope, Wilf. I’m easy , .. and WILLING!’ Her 
hand grasped his wrist, held it where his fingers could work 
their miracles. ... 
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Tom had participated in several orgies in the club but 
never under such decisive circumstances. Usually, the 
crowd got high on weed, or booze, or a combination of both 
and progressed naturally into nakedness and sexual 
excesses. 


He wondered if Benjy was being assaulted by the 
soberness of this challenge - or if, perhaps, the Jewish youth 
had found those pills which gave a man increased virility 
and energy. He’d searched through Soho all that day and 
got a few samples of iron tablets for his trouble. 


There was something totally alien in this sterility of 
performance for the sake of proving manhood. The emotion- 
ality was lacking for a starter. The lust for seconds. And, 
thirdly, even the birds seemed less inclined to spread their 
attributes than usual. 


‘Christ, this won’t do,’ Tom shouted, his maleness soft as 
putty. ‘Benjy, agree we split the cost of booze?’ 


Benjy nodded. He did not wish to appear grateful but he 
was. Decidedly so. All his dreams of having an unlimited 
supply of birds earnestly waiting for their turn had faded 
into nightmare once he stood naked before the simpering 
dollies. It hadn't even seemed right to look at them with 
their varying shapes, their more or positively less pubic 
forests, their assorted breasts. 


As Benjy helped Tom serve the booze he whispered: “It 
ain't the same, dammit!’ 


You're telling me!’ Tom replied. 


‘That Vanessa is a sizzler but...’ and Benjy stepped back a 
pace to display his unwillingness, ‘... how do | say “in a 
minute” ?’ 

Tom shuddered. If only his rival knew what he'd gone 
through, and in private, too. Vanessa had worked every 
female trick in the book - and a few that had yet to be fully 
explained by the sexologists - without forcing him to 
succumb to her wiles. 


‘Courage,’ Tom replied, more in answer to himself than 
Benjy. 
Norman approached. ‘I’ve got a supply,’ he whispered. 


For once, Tom did not bawl the hell out of his man. Getting 
a cut of the weed seemed Jess important than having the 
contest staged under circumstances he felt were conducive 
to natural performance. 


“Spread it,’ Benjy whispered. 
‘And some here,’ Tom rasped. 


What with booze and weed, ‘The Crackers’ soon were 
rolling in the aisles of degradation. Blissfully partaking of 
nature's habit-forming aphrodisiac, the mob needed no 
verbal communication in order to manifest their base lusts. 
It was Satanism at its worst - the worship of the flesh in all 
its glorious climaxes. 


Lenny and Gerry felt cheated. Theirs was the chore of 
keeping score. Of doing without as the two contestants got 
their fill. 


Lenny marvelled at Tom’s capacity. He had to admire, 
more, Norman's selections. If anybody had inside informa- 
tion on ‘The Crackers’ hottest females it had to be Norman. 
The ‘stud’ had been right in his choice. ... 


‘Oh, you lovely bitch!’ 


“Oh, you wonderful bastard!' 


Lenny felt sick watching Tom parade his virility from bird to 
bird. Glancing across the room, he could see that Benjy, too, 
was mastering his quota. 


Tom and his present bird were going up the rainbow. Lenny 
marvelled at Tom's stamina. So far, no complaints. Nothing 
but praise. And a few pleadings to make it a second time. 


According to Lenny's scorecard, Tom had satisfied three 
birds. Benjy had managed his second, was humping hard to 
finish off the third. And... 


Lenny grinned! Vanessa was fourth. Stragetically 
positioned, no doubt. If she didn't wear Benjy to a frazzle 
then he had to be the most virile man in the mob! 


Tom crawled across the carpet and started to fondle 
Carole's breasts. The girl was fully awakened, aroused by 
what was happening round her. Tom didn't want an 
immediate liaison and Lenny suffered along with him. But 
Carole had her hormones in an uproar. She toyed 
momentarily with Tom, whispered something pretty drastic 
and flung her thighs across his. 


Lenny moaned. If his ‘man’ had reached the point of 
letting the bird take command they had no collective hope 
of leading ‘The Crackers’ ... 
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Tom lay on his back, flesh coated with perspiration. Sybil 
straddled him, her eyes pleading. ‘Please, Tom... once 
more!’ 


His eyes rolled, his lungs hurt as he tried to gulp air. It was 
an affront to his vanity that Carole, and now Sybil, had both 
seen fit to mount him. The man should be the aggressor! He 
wished he could see what that bastard Benjy was doing - or 
not doing! 


He felt sore, ineffectual, depleted. All Sybil's cajoles were 
lost in the sea of his weariness, his utter contempt for the 
female flesh. What was one after three, or four? Nothing 
changed, nothing gave a better thrill, a more varied 
pleasure. Once inside they all felt the same! 


Lenny bent over him. “You're ahead,’ the pint-sized 
‘Cracker’ said. 


That was fantastic! 


From the pain flooding his groin he should have been 
sixteen ahead. So much for erotic dreams! And those 
Roneo- produced Soho epics where the men could take 
fifteen, sometimes twenty birds in one session. 


Carole was laughing, writhing nearby with Norman 
pressing his weight down on her. 


Tom, please ...' 
Sybil could go find another. . . ‘Oh, get off!’ he yelled. 


Lenny ticked his list with a half-mark. He felt he owed that 
much loyalty to Tom.... 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


All their contests had not decided the issue. Tom had been 
so sure Benjy could surpass his sexual efforts he had 
drowned his sorrow in a whole bottle of Scotch. Then, hung- 
over, Lenny informed him that - again - the contestants had 
ended equal, all square. 


Those little men with their bloody hammers were knocking 
hunks off Tom’s skull. He tried keeping his eyes tight shut, 
and that didn't work. He tried beating his head against a 
brick wall and that made the ache worse still. 

Getting to his feet, Tom surveyed the clubhouse. Most of 
the members had gone home: under their own steam, he 
hoped - remembering his experience with a moped when 
drunk. 

Vanessa lay naked on her side, sleeping off a jag. Carole, 
too, was there - still glistening with sweat. A penchant for 
coating her body in olive oil brought together two very 
sensuous ingredients, Tom thought. 

“How many?’ Tom asked. 

‘You tried for five ... ' 

‘Tried?’ 

‘Yeah!’ Lenny snorted. ‘The fifth one beat you.’ 

‘And Benjy?’ 


‘The same. Vanessa drained the bastard. You know, he 
looked like a winner until he got her!’ 


Tom sighed, relaxed full length along a sofa. He didn’t even 
minded the springs which had a habit of sticking up and 
causing untold damage to a bird’s rump. 


‘| was stoned, Lenny ...’ 


“Everybody was! Norman had more weed than he said.’ 
The statement was an indictment. Lenny normally refused 
to smoke the ‘entrance to happyland’. He believed in being 
doorman - sober! 


‘Christ, I'm sore.’ 


Lenny itched. ‘You should be. That Carole gave you the 
works.’ 


Tom remembered. “She's fantastic.’ 
“She's Benjy's bird, too.’ 

‘He doesn’t deserve anything that good.’ 
Lenny inclined his head, pointed. 


Tom raised himself on to an elbow and looked. Benjy lay on 
his side, eyes open, face split in a sadistic grin. “You're a 
rotten bastard setting Vanessa on me,’ he said. 


‘Carole did her stuff,’ Tom reminded. 


‘Yeah... Vanessa told me about sleeping with you and not 
getting her nookey!’ 


Tom grinned then. ‘Wasn’t that the shits ?’ 


“ve got respect for a guy who could sleep with that and 
not...’ 


Tom raised an eyebrow. 


‘| mean it,’ Benjy said. ‘If | hadn’t been exhausted I’d have 
taken her home for the week, let alone the night.’ 


‘Was she that good?’ Tom hadn’t been so aware of 
Vanessa’s claims to fame. To him she was just another bird, 
another screw, a nympho with more than an experienced 
style. 


‘Good?’ Benjy asked. ‘She’s terrific. Man...’ He suddenly 
went silent. His eyes spoke of untold pleasures awaiting the 
guy who could bring Vanessa to her first real climax. Or so 
Tom thought! 


“She's mine,’ Tom said. 

“Not sol’ Benjy replied. “She's available and I'm staking a 
claim.' 

‘Want to challenge ?’ 

Lenny laughed, reminded them both: ‘You guys have been 
fighting it out for weeks. Make it for leadership and the loser 
gets Vanessa?’ 

‘I’m game,’ Benjy said fast. 

Tom didn’t like the idea. Winner should take all, and that 
included Vanessa. ‘Nix .. . Vanessa goes to the strongest.’ 

‘Mel’ Benjy quipped. 

‘Me,’ Tom said softly. 

‘I'll decide who has me,’ Vanessa said as she rolled on her 
back and playfully massaged her flat stomach. 

‘Birds!’ said Tom. 

‘Dollies!’ said Benjy... 
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The double-talk and the jocular exchange of banter had all 
vanished. The serious business of leadership was again of 
paramount importance. 


‘The issue is too vital for us to fuck around with this or that 
contest,’ Benjy said as he and Tom shared a coffee in the 
Kentucky that same morning. ‘I’m not one for sticking my 
skin in a physical noose but | can't see any other way out.’ 
Tom watched the waiter patter to the door, gaze out at 
nothing. It was too early yet for the Golders crowd to be 
perambulating. ‘I hate your bloody guts, Benjy.’ 


‘Likewise, I’m sure!’ 
‘So what is your idea?’ 
‘Fight to the bleeding finish!’ 


‘Cockney ?’ 

‘Bleeding meaning blood spilling from you!’ 
‘You’re serious?’ 

‘Very!’ 

‘And what about the loser?’ 

‘He is that - a loser!’ 


For an instant, Tom had respect for Benjy. Then, he began 
twisting the suggestion until he saw a possible out for the 
Jewish youth. The loser isn’t going to cause any more 
trouble, is that it?’ 


‘Perfectly!’ 
‘What if you come second fiddle?’ 


Benjy thought as he sipped his coffee. ‘lII follow your 
leadership, Tom.’ 


‘And you expect me to do the same?’ ‘A bargain is a 
bargain is a bargain, as Gertrude Stein once said.' 


‘Who the hell is Gertrude Stein ?’ 


‘An American wit. She belonged to the same crowd as 
Robert Benchley, Dorothy Parker and “Ring” Lardner.’ 
‘Lardner - the boxing writer?’ 


‘The same.’ 
‘Never heard of her. She was Jewish, | guess.* 
‘Like all great wits,’ Benjy replied proudly. 


‘The trouble with you Jew bastards,’ Tom said vehemently, 
‘is you all think the world owes you a living and all Gentiles 
are so much shit!’ 


Benjy grinned. ‘Ain’t they?’ 
‘Knives?’ Tom asked savagely. 
Benjy blanched. ‘If that's ... ' 


“That's the way!’ 


‘I’m game.’ Benjy got to his feet, coffee unfinished. “If I’m 
the loser, make it quick.’ 


Tom grinned. ‘I will, and that's a promise!’ 


Watching Benjy take his departure, Tom felt the 
importance of this moment. In less than forty-eight hours he 
would be undisputed leader of “The Crackers’. No Benjy to 
rile him. No troublesome element to stymie his plans for the 
mob. He would be sitting on top of the heap and all London 
would come to fear the name of ‘The Crackers’.... 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


It never occurred to Tom Walsh that he could be the one in 
desperate need of hospital treatment. His ego was such that 
anything short of an outright win was intolerable. 


He lay on his bed, a study of nonchalance. Naked, he 
waved to Arlene across the gardens separating their 
windows. She was naked, too. And gave him a suggestive 
wave back. He threw two fingers in an obscene gesture, 
laughed. Unlike Harvey Smith he couldn't claim he had not 
intended to insult the receiver of the fingered symbolism. 
His wasn't a victory sign. It was an invitation, or a downright 
degree of outrageous discourtesy towards a female of the 
species. 


Arlene returned his signal with one of her own - more 
suggestive, more pointed. It made him wild. 


‘The bitch! She's a whore's grandmother!’ 

He lay back, gaze turned from the window and Arlene's 
fantastic figure. The world was full of beautiful women; 
models and starlets wanting some virile teenager to come 
along with the right equipment to make them deliriously 
happy. Like that woman... 

God, couldn't he get her out of his mind! 

Providing Benjy fell to his knife he might coax the gang to 
make a return visit to the area.... 
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‘Will they come back again ?’ 


Wilf sipped his Scotch and considered her question. There 
was an old saying that criminals visited the scene of their 
crime. But that was not entirely true. Certainly not in this 


car-orientated age when a man could murder a police 
superintendent in Blackpool one afternoon and be in 
Croydon before dinner. 


‘Am | safe?’ Debra asked. 
‘Not from me!’ There, he'd said it. 


She lowered her gaze. 'You're making me a proposition?” 
‘I’m stating a fact’ 


‘Then where do we go from here?’ 


Wilf placed his glass on its coaster with slow deliberation. 
His breathing was laboured, his eyes seeing spots. ‘You 
realise I’m a married man with a wife and kids?’ 


‘And I’m a widow who has been recently raped!’ 


Wilf sighed. ‘Is that going to be your excuse for not being 
able to have a man?’ 


Debra smiled. ‘Do you really think that?’ She got to her 
feet, stood with chest out, buttocks so invitingly curved. 
‘No, frankly | don’t!’ 


‘| haven't mentioned this before because | wasn’t sure how 
you'd take it but,’ and she closed her eyes, sat down with 
hands clasped in her lap, ‘the night those boys raped me | 
suddenly realised a very basic feature of a woman’s make- 
up ... she is not that far removed from the jungle. | mean it, 
Wilf...’ and her gaze pierced his with a power he had not 
known her to possess. ‘At first, | was so frightened | could 
have died. Then, the pleasure became intolerable.’ 


‘You mean,’ and he hesitated before placing words in her 
mouth, ‘... you mean you actually began to enjoy it?’ She 
nodded, unashamedly now. ‘I did! Is that so bad?’ 


‘| guess not, but...” 


‘But nothing, MAN.’ She smiled at the capitalisation. “| 
have had the fullest kind of love. | shared this with my 


husband. Then, he died. Since that moment, | have only had 
my memories to keep me warm.' 


‘Until those boys raped you ...’ 


Debra sighed. ‘| have been troubled with the dreams I’ve 
had since then, Wilf. In these past few days | tried to 
analyse them - and | have reached a conclusion: what they 
did to me was rough, and wrong... but it wasn't anything 
that hadn’t been done before. | was not a young virgin with 
her honour at stake. | was a widow who had been taken 
often. My husband was a skilled lover, Wilf. We did things 
the 
majority of people would frown upon but none of them was 
bad in our eyes. They were natural. Expressions of a love 
that transcended all legality, all religious ethics. If we 
agreed then who is to say we were wrong? I’m trying hard 
to make a point,’ she confessed, colour flooding her cheeks. 
‘| do not hold any grudge against those boys. They opened 
my eyes. They made me see myself for what | am - a 
sensualist, a woman who is more addicted to physical love 
than she is to a lasting friendship which is purely platonic.’ 


Wilf sat speechless. He had heard many confessions from 
a great variety of people - men, women, children - yet, in all 
honesty, he had never been a witness to such an 
impassioned, forthright plea as came from Debra. She was, 
in fact, opening the doors to sexual freedom for them both. 


‘Do you understand what | said, Wilf?’ 
He nodded. 
‘And... ?’ 


‘| happen to find you attractive, and more. There is, in your 
walk, your seated elegance, your every gesture, a definite 
sensuality no man could ignore. Least of all, and | sincerely 
mean this without any disrespect, me. | can find no other 


way of saying what | mean except to make the curt remark: 
| want to make love to you, Debra.’ 


‘And | with you, Wilf...’ She got to her feet ‘May | make the 
offer a second time?” 


He smiled. “Without reference to the grass?” 


She laughed, reached down for his hand, “Is it vital to 
bounce on a soft, yielding bed?” 


‘No,’ he allowed. ‘But there are certain requisites which no 
sane man would dare flaunt.’ 


‘| see * She smiled, slowly unbuttoning her blouse. “Shall 
we?’ 


‘Upstairs?’ 


‘Naturally, we must have our creature comforts ...’ The 
way it was conducted, Wilf felt king of his castle, all he 
surveyed. This desirable woman was more than a mere 
challenge to male vanity. She was the reincarnation of Eve - 
a being with all the mysteries wrapped between her fleshy, 
yet 


so firm, thighs. A woman capable of making a man - any 
man - taller than his actual height. She was, for the Echo 
editor, the mythical creation of those beauties gracing the 
pages of history books, the power behind every throne, the 
mistress of heroic figures. 


‘This is not totally unexpected, Wilf,’ she whispered as she 
showed him where the bedroom was. 


He sighed. It was too late to remember his marriage, his 
standing in the community. He was no better now than the 
rapists. He had consent but did that absolve him from guilt? 

xxx 


As he sharpened his knife, Tom let his mind wander along 
strange trails. There had been certain things he wished he 
could have experienced as a child, not least of them being 


an association with Aleister Crowley. The ‘Great Beast’ had 
been a childhood hero of his. Later, when he began to fully 
understand the Magician’s false powers, he had gone off 
him. But not totally. There were aspects of Crowley's 
mystique which bothered him. Unexplainable deeds which 
no amount of whitewashing by so-called experts had fully 
demolished. 


He wanted to delve into black magic but without the 
necessary equipment, the perfect setting, he was lost. The 
devil did not come to those worshipping him from beyond 
the True Circle. 


Casting his dreams into time's mists, Tom touched the 
knife's edge. Sharp. Killing keen. 


He began to think about ways and means of making ‘The 
Crackers’ an adult force. Not just a gang getting its kicks 
from kid’s pranks. Not just a bunch of yobbos picking on 
football fans from out of town. That was fun but not the end 
all of life. Boot boys did not concentrate on vandalism alone. 
They were a breed higher than skinheads. 


Slipping the knife into his belt-sheath, he sat on his bed 
and concentrated. The problem, as he envisaged it, 
revolved round one pertinent point ‘The Crackers’ had to 
have more than terrorism to keep them together. He needed 
a new gimmick to make them more than just an ordinary 
mob. But what? 


He was sorely tempted to go downstairs and have a look 
inside the bureau drawer where... 


His insides boiled. That would be against all he, personally, 
stood for - and against more than victory over Benjy Glass 
would allow. No, if there was a saving grace for The 
Crackers’ it had to come from his fertile brain - not a set of 
files! 


The problem was which of the many ideas he got was the 
specific one to bring the hard-core Crackers down heavily 
for his leadership? Once the slap-back, shout for Tom 
brigade lost their sway-between-two candidates indecision 
he had to provide them with more than an anti-Benjy 
campaign to hold their interest. 


Tonight would positively decide which of them was leader - 
Benjy or Tom Walsh. He had no doubt which one would win. 
None at all. Any loss of confidence was disastrous and 
nobody had ever been able to say that he - Tom Walsh - had 
lacked the guts, the spirit, the flame, the egotistical 
confidence of a true leader. Hadn't he gone against the 
trendies led by Benjy and got the mob back on a thrill- kick 
? Hadn't he been there when they raped the woman ... The 
woman! 


That bloody woman! 

Again! 

Was she getting it? 

Did she ever think about him? 

. He thought about her enough ... 


x OK OK 


Debra moaned, arched from heels to shoulders. She 
sensed Wilf’s climax approaching with a rush and gave him 
the necessary female sounds to encourage him. She did not 
find his love-making particularly enjoyable but then, wasn’t 
she being unfair by comparing him with the boy? 


She couldn’t rid her mind of that night. 
It had been terrible - yet pleasurable. 


The four whose breath had stank had been worth less than 
nothing for a woman. But the fifth one ... 


She remembered how he had whispered to her. The foul 
words falling on to her delicate ears... 


Then the heightening of union as his movements brought 
her to that beautiful pinnacle from which man and woman 
can never jointly return. She had climbed back down the 
steep cliffs alone, conscious of his youthful body rising from 
hers. It had ended so suddenly, so dramatically. His final 
spoken encouragement still burned her ears. . .. 


Wilf grunted his climax and collapsed on her. 


She had anticipated this, relaxed knowing he was beyond 
evaluation of what made sex so fantastically wonderful! 
x kx x 


Lenny listened to the sounds in the house. He hated 
stealing from his parents but they never gave him enough 
pocket- money to provide him with the items his friends said 
were the basics of every teenager today. 


His hands grasped the kosher wine bottles, quickly lifted 
them from the enclave in which they almost permanently 
resided. Before his father went to partake of the wine again 
he could earn some money and buy replacements. 


There were times when he considered his faith a fake 
religion. If Moses was so bloody mighty why didn’t he help 
one of his pathetic sheep ? 


Saying a fast prayer, Lenny tucked the bottles inside his 
shirt and scooted from the room, from the house.... 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


Standing slightly back from the circle of boys, Julie Adair 
felt in desperate need of a drink. Her mouth was so dry, and 
she knew that when the actual fight began it would be even 
worse. She looked round for Paul. He invariably carried a 
hip-flask. 

“Isn't it thrilling?’ 

Julie glanced at Vanessa. There was something so 
marvelously sensual radiating from the other. When they 
had shared a desk at school, Julie had always wondered 


what God-gift had been heaped on Vanessa’s head at birth 
to make her so attractive, so physically exciting. 


‘I’m bloody thirsty,’ Julie confided. ‘Have you... ?’ 


‘Christ, no! | couldn’t take a drink now for a pension!’ 
Vanessa kept hopping from foot to foot, trying to catch 
every movement within the circle. 


Julie sighed. During the seven months she had been a 
member of ‘The Crackers’ she had come to accept her 
penchants for sex, violence, anti-social behaviour. Until her 
initiation she had not known how delightful it felt to writhe 
beneath a lustful boy, how thrilling it felt to watch 
somebody being beaten to a pulp, how wonderful it could 
be to act outside ‘established’ rituals. 


More than this, though, as she gathered information and 
allowed her ‘Cracker’ girl-friends to educate her in the 
nefarious doings of a beyond-the-pale group, she discovered 
that things were not always what they seemed even in the 
close family circle. 


Her old man, for instance! She had thought of him as a 
civilised businessman with a moralistic, legalistic bent that 


placed him on an ivory tower. Once her eyes were opened, 
however, she realised that Bert Adair was no better, often 
worse, than his competitors. He belonged to a cut-throat 
society that demanded all its successes be addicted to the 
trendistic code of ‘dog eat dog and to hell with the runts’. 


She hadn't dared voice her opinions of her father. It was 
bad enough that she knew about him. It wouldn't be 
‘kosher’ to voice the information that he operated a crooked 
car- theft ring and recruited his ‘staff’ from the unemployed, 
juvenile ranks. God, how she detested him! How his 
counterfeit Bible-slapping goody-goodiness sickened her! 


Her hand moved quickly to her mouth as Tom and Benjy 
took positions inside the circle. She had to have a drink 
before they started fighting. Her eyes lingered on Tom - how 
she adored him! She was willing to bet he didn't remember 
making love to her. They’d all been stoned and switching 
partners. But she remembered Tom all right! She’d never 
had it just so perfectly right before, or since! 


Lenny tried to push past her. 


“Have you got a drin ... ?’ She caught sight of his kosher 
wine and grabbed. ‘Lenny, darling - give me one!’ 


Pulling the bottle away, Lenny scowled. ‘Wait until...’ 


‘Lenny!’ Her breathing sounded laboured, felt hot on his 
cheek. ‘Don’t make me die from thirst. Just a few drinks. l'Il 
be kind to you afterwards...’ Her eyes made sexual 
promises. 


Lenny fought his natural inclinations - and lost. His hand 
released the bottle, saw her uncork it rapidly. He didn’t find 
Julie attractive. She had too large a nose, too small a pair of 
tits, too much arse. He knew she gave out with all her being 
but a guy wanted more than a bang. Or at least he did! 


‘I'll be waiting,’ Julie whispered as she returned the bottle. 


Lenny grinned. “I'll be busy,’ and he shoved into the circle, 
full of his own importance. 


‘Arrogant little prick!’ Julie thought, concentrating on Tom 
now ... 
xxx 


Benjy Glass hated cold steel. The sight of Tom’s knife 
made him feel terribly ill and it was an effort to stand within 
the circle and grip his own blade without showing the 
horrible fears that increased by the second inside his mind. 
He could almost ‘feel’ the sharp edge cutting his flesh. 
Almost admit defeat before the contest started. 


‘Ready?’ Tom asked. 


Benjy nodded, stepped back until a hand steadied his 
spine. Retreat further was out of the question. 


“You can opt out if you admit that | win the election,’ Tom 
suggested from directly across the ‘ring’. 


Benjy wanted to declare his candidature at an end but he 
dared not invite speculation regarding his manhood. The 
really brave men were the ones who looked those things 
they feared most straight in the eye and overcame all 
difficulties by thrusting fear into a meaningful background. 


‘You'll have to win it by beating me!’ 


Benjy thought his voice sounded harsh, forced, tremulous. 
To cover for the deficiency he lunged forward, knife-hand 
out, point wavering as it sought to inflict one fast, telling 
cut. ... 

xxx 


Down through the centuries, men had battled against 
inner fears and their need to look good for admiring 
females. Behind every great man is a woman - or so the 
saying goes. Unfortunately, Tom thought, it isn’t the woman 
who has to prove her courage, her military skills, her 


political acumen. She has it made doing in bed what comes 
most naturally. The man has to invent, change with times, 
face up to dangers he would rather avoid. 


As Benjy lunged, Tom was thinking about Vanessa, and 
some of the other girls. He’d heard a whispered: ‘Pig-stick 
the bastard, Tom,’ quickly followed with a panting: “Stretch 
him out bleeding and you can fuck me!” 


He knew whose voice had said both statements. Knew, 
too, that the women were always more vicious, more 
bloodthirsty than the men. 


It didn't help any having that voice ringing in his ears as 
he brushed aside Benjy’s ineffectual thrust and tried to slip 


his blade between those Jewish ribs. 


He circled ... jabbing to establish some form of defensive 
pattern. Once he knew how Benjy intended to counter every 
blow he could plan an attack that gave him more chances of 
success than existed at present. 


Benjy slashed wildly - almost catching him off-guard! 


Christ, he thought, this is worse than getting eight draws 
on Vernons pools! 


The circle moved back - self-protective! 


Like a pair of Mexican stand-offs they moved, feinted, 
lunged at open air. Not once did a knife come closer than a 
foot from skin. 


Tom grunted, ducked a fist that tried to replace the knife in 
finding its target. He brought his blade sweeping upwards, 
slashing the length of Benjy's forearm without doing more 
damage than ripping the other’s sleeve. 


Benjy laughed - a shrill, bravado-packed gesture of 
contempt. 


Tom lunged immediately, stung to hit back. His knife went 
searching in the folds of Benjy’s natty jacket. .. . 


For a moment, Benjy thought he had been stabbed. Then, 
as he twisted and felt the material tugging at Tom's knife, 
he realised that the enemy had trapped himself. ... 


As Benjy's knife rose, Tom wished he had taken fencing at 
school. Footwork was vitally important now. He saw light 
flicker on Benjy's blade, pulled backwards to loosen his 
knife, to avoid the deadly downward thrust of that vicious 
steel. 


Benjy sensed failure as Tom struggled. He felt the 
worthless whistle of steel cutting air and the sudden 
dislodgement of his feet on concrete. He opened his mouth 
to yell... 


The knife sliced past his face, cut nothing as it sliced down 
the length of his front. He blanched as he thought about the 
problems that could have arisen had the blade found even 
one small portion of its target. Down there! In that horrible 
second, Tom reached a conclusion - it definitely had to be 
Benjy, and quickly. His hand moved automatically bringing 
the wrong edge of his knife up ... up ... cutting across 


Benjy’s returning arm. .. 
Benjy felt the point nick his wrist, yelped! 


Tom saw the sudden spurt of blood, reversed his blade, 
slashed madly along the bared forearm where the already 
severed sleeve hung away from the flesh. ... 

xxx 


‘Benjy - are you okay?’ 


Benjy opened his eyes, moaned. He didn't need any of 
them to tell him what had happened. His arm felt numb, his 
body drained. 


‘Get a doctor...’ 


Tom appeared in sight, bent over his fallen foe, ‘I’m taking 
you to a hospital,’ he said distinctly. 


“No-0-0-0 ...” 
Tom's face grew huge as the other bent lower. “You're 
bleeding bad - | think I’ve cut an artery!’ 


“Can't you fuckin” well hate me without being sorry?’ 


Tom grinned, brushed aside his fears. The last thing he 
wanted was for Benjy to croak it. He had to present a cool, 
calm face on events. He bluffed: “You're going to be okay, 
Benjy. As leader... ’ 


‘Yeah!’ 


Tom glared. His major triumph had somehow been stolen. 
Trust Benjy the bastard to screw up this one decisive scene. 
‘As leader,’ he tried again, ‘I’m going to...’ 


‘Do what the hell you like!’ 


Benjy was surprised to find himself capable of offering this 
much resistance. He’d always accepted the premise that a 
‘mortally’ wounded man was too busy reliving his life to get 
involved with current affairs. Now, he wasn’t so sure. All his 
faculties were functioning in high gear - more clearly than 
before the deadly contest. Suddenly, he had the impression 
that Tom was more worried than he was - a tragic 
indictment of those power contests between ‘criminals’. 


‘Shut your bloody mouth!’ Tom snapped and roughly 
handled him as a few of the gang reached under him to 
make a crude cradle stretcher. 


‘Bang Vanessa for me,’ Benjy smiled weakly, head 
flopping. 

Tom waved. In a flash, he shoved his emotional 
disturbance aside. He was rid of Benjy, at last. The gang 
belonged to him. Without query. Without'splitting down the 
middle. Give or take a few die-hards, he controlled the 
destiny of ‘The Crackers’. ... 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


Tom hung around Bert Adair's small garage for three 
hours. What Julie had said the night previously had opened 
his eyes to a possibility. It was peculiar how events shaped 
futures, he mused. He had been intent on laying Carole 
after Benjy had been admitted to hospital. Instead, he had 
found the ever ready Julie begging him to perform herculean 
feats on her naked body when he returned from the sterility 
of Benjy's ward.. .. 


TTie car came out of the shop with its exhaust spitting oil. 
Tom tensed. The colour was different, the licence plate 
different. But that oil... 


He grinned, thought: ‘Julie wasn't wrong!’ 


He entered the shop, smelt oil and grease, pulled a face. 
“Whatcha want?’ a surly mechanic asked, 


“Bert Adair!' 


‘He ain't..." The mechanic vaulted a tow-trailer, stood 
stood defiantly before Tom. “Fuck off, kid!’ 


Tom glared, decided against violence in the garage. He 
said - loudly: “Julie asked me to meet her old man this 
morning.’ 


The mechanic’s eyes narrowed but he didn’t have time to 
retort. A smallish, paunchy individual with grease smearing 
his worried, ageing face came forward from behind a 
beaten- up old caravan and asked: ‘What’s this about my 
Julie?’ ‘She wanted us to have a chat,’ Tom said. 


‘In the office...’ The man took the lead, showed Tom into 
a dusty, cramped space with one single ledge holding 
catalogues and oil-checking sheets and a telephone resting 
on another smaller ledge. 


“Okay, what's she been saying?" the man asked. 


You're a fucking crook!’ Tom watched the spreading 
amazement, the guilty confusion cross Bert's features. 
‘Out!’ hollered the garage owner. 


“And miss out on a chance to steal a few cars so you can 
paint them and flog them fast to ’ 


Bert Adair was short and middle-aged. But he had never 
been called weak. His hand grabbed Tom's frilled shirt, the 
other getting a stranglehold on the youth's neck. ‘Don’t get 
cocky with me, punk!’ 


Tom wished he had the man's grip. All that strength going 
to waste ... 


Julie ...” he croaked. 

Adair relaxed his grip, glared. “What about Julie?” 
“She belongs to “The Crackers” ... ' 

‘What the hell is “The Crackers” ?’ 


‘Are,’ Tom corrected. * “The Crackers” are a club for 
teenagers.' 


You're one?’ 

‘I’m the elected leader,’ Tom replied officiously. 
‘Shit on the rest!’ Adair exclaimed. 

‘Julie said...’ 


‘Julie is all mixed up with you bunch,’ Adair growled. ‘She 
didn’t used to be wild.’ He sighed. 


‘She said you operated a fixit...’ 
Adair’s face paled. ‘She said what?’ 


‘A fixit . . . you Know, stolen cars repainted and given 
bastardised parts and a new licence number |’ 


‘You little sod ... ’ Adair advanced with fists closed. ‘Hold 
it!’ Tom cried. ‘I’m not going to grass. | want to help you... 


Adair hesitated. His agile mind clicked over. If this kid 
spoke the truth he could do without the professional's high 
cost assistance. Amateurs always did make the best 
thieves. ‘We could steal cars to order,’ Tom suggested. 


Adair grinned. “You're a devious one. Did Julie say | actually 
handled stolen cars?’ 


Tom shrugged. ‘She said more than that, Mr Adair. She 
definitely recorded how she'd spotted you working at night 
changing number plates ...’ 


‘Recorded?’ 

‘I’ve got an expensive tape-recorder 1’ Tom said. 
‘The bitch!’ 

‘Your daughter - a slice off the top, eh?’ 


Adair laughed, checked that the door was shut tight That 
Julie - Christ, she’s smarter than I’d have given her credit for 
...’ He stuck out a hand. To us and a bloody good profit!’ 


Tom shook hands although he made mental reservations. 
Adair was too smooth, too quick to adapt to the situation. 
He would have to watch this man.... 

xxx 


‘Okay,’ Tom shouted above the hub-hub. ‘Okay... He 
sank a double Haig, glared at the nearest ‘Cracker’ and 
raised both arms. “Let's have some quiet. .... ’ 


Julie sat in her comer waiting to pull out a plum. She had 
been on edge since telling Tom about her old man. She had 
noticed the cool reception over dinner last evening, the “to 
hell with you, miss’ attitude at breakfast this morning. She 
didn't give a damn provided Tom appreciated what she'd 
done and how much she adored him. She didn't think in 
terms of love. That was for romanticists, not girls inclined to 


putting it around and getting every possible thrill from the 
greatest variety of guys. She knew her definitions - and 
love, as such, did not entertain mass copulations. 


‘Julie’s father has agreed to share his profits with us if we 
bring him exactly what he wants,’ Tom shouted. ‘I’ve 
agreed, verbally. We need funds to get this dump looking 
like it is a clubhouse. We want dough to cover all our 
expenses on out of town trips. And,’ he smiled with 
devastating candour, ‘some of us require a few quid to get 
those silly old bastards on the bench to give us bail!’ 


His audience cheered and Julie beamed. 
“All in favour of nicking cars raise their hands!’ 


Several hands automatically shot up. Gerry McVey asked, 
above a rumbling growl: “What's our percentage, Tom?’ 


‘Fifty-fifty ...' 

‘I’m in’ and Gerry’s hand joined the majority aloft. 
‘You could get caught by the fuzz,’ Tom warned. 
‘To blazes with those pigs,’ Gerry shouted. 


Tom glowed. Since Benjy admitted defeat and entered 
hospital for a serious wound, ‘The Crackers’ had given him 
wholesale support. His was the power, and the glory. 


‘Okay,’ Tom yelled. ‘I’ve got a list of cars wanted... * He 
withdrew a crumpled paper from his pocket. ‘1970 Jaguar. 
"65 Fiat - any model. '69 Corsair. '70 Triumph 2000.’ He 
smiled at his audience. ‘How many drivers have we got?’ He 
counted raised hands, nodded with satisfaction. ‘The girls 
will act as lookouts and decoys. We'll divide into teams 
working specific areas. Every second day we change over. 
That way we don’t make people suspicious.’ 


‘Do we all try to nick the same kind of cars?’ a voice asked. 


‘Naw,’ Tom replied. “I'll give you a list for your area. If we 
leave the big jobs for the group covering Golders and 


Hampstead we can safely bet the Jags and Bentleys are 
there.’ 


Lenny grinned. “My old man has a Triumph 2000. A 1970 
Triumph!’ He stood and faced the others. ‘I’ve got a spare 
set of keys, too...’ 


“Forget that, Lenny,’ Tom said fast. ‘None of us nick cars 
belonging to our families. If the fuzz start asking questions 
we don’t want them getting to us. Clear?’ 


From the back of the clubhouse a lean, tall, dark-haired girl 
rose and slapped the hand of the boy seated next to her. 
Her skirt fell down immediately and she smiled. “Dirty 
prick!’ she said with a shrug. ‘I can get information on cars 
insured through my dad's outfit. He keeps a list in the house 


Tom felt the wash of victory flow over him. “The Crackers' 
had an advantage few other gangs possessed. Most of their 
members came from decent homes with parents engaged in 
top executive positions with nationwide concerns. Like 
Cellia, for example. He knew all about her father - Martin 
Schultz. No insurance sales executive had ever collected 
more premiums in any given year than him. He rated 
applause wherever he went to speak to groups promoting 
automobile insurance. Since coming to England, Schultz had 
broken all records for cut-price no-claims bonus coverage. 


‘Get the list or a copy,’ Tom informed Cellia. “We'll do our 
own thing and make Adair pick what we can supply.’ 


julie sat silent. She knew how tough her father could be 
and wondered if Tom wasn't getting too big for his boots. It 
wasn't enough to steal cars. There had to be an 
organisation capable of changing parts, issuing new log 
books and recreating a vehicle that the police could never 
identify as a stolen property. And - it wasn't just her father. 
There were others in it higher up than him. Car dealers, 
hard men from Hounslow and Croydon, and those whose 


contacts reached to France and Belgium. They were the 
nuts that didn't crack with one application of the ‘crackers’ 


Chapter Fifteen 


Hampstead in broad daylight, was no place for furtiveness. 
Tom recognised the necessity of acting like any other 
inhabitant going about his business, struggling with keys as 
he gazed at oncoming traffic. His outward nonchalance 
did.not effectively hide the perspiration coating his face nor 
the way he kept darting looks along the pavements. Yet, he 
felt that his was a better technique than that employed by 
some of the others. 


He’d watched Lenny in action and had been forced to 
relegate the pint-sized Jew to look-out duties. Lenny’s one 
and only attempt to nick a car had been a near disaster. 
Even Tom had to admit that using a screwdriver to bust 
open a quarter-light was hardly the way to avoid publicity’s 
worst glare. 


After three weeks, ‘The Crackers’ had broken the back of 
car-thieving as a profession. Not one of those assigned to 
actually drive away the nicked vehicles had been rumbled 
by fuzz or owners. The list supplied by Cellia certainly 
helped. Under Tom’s direction, the moped bunch had 
followed their targets and established a rough routine. 
Then, when it was a make listed by Adair, they simply 
moved in and swiped the car. 


To date, Adair owed them for fifteen cars. At an average of 
£200 each that came to some sweet change! 


The one Tom liked to boast about was the Rolls he took 
from a driveway. He hadn’t ever mentioned how scared he'd 
been when he walked up the drive, used a set of master 
keys supplied by Adair for the job and got behind the 
steering- wheel. He always told his cronies how he waved to 
the owner’s wife as he sailed past her doing some weeding 


in the garden but that was a lie. He'd belted on to the street 
at such a speed he nearly smashed into a Harrod's delivery 
van. 


He could see into the chemist's shop and watched the 
woman getting her receipt for a roll of film she was having 
developed. His fingers felt like thumbs as he eased the 
window down. It had to look so commonplace yet he was 
very conscious of being a standout in the mainstream of 
normalicy. 


He opened the door, slid behind the wheel. In a flash, he 
was under the dash connecting wires - jumping the ignition 
with his trusty leads. He didn't care for having to carry a 
‘jumper’ in his pocket every time he went on a ‘job’. It was a 
sure giveaway for the fuzz. Yet, without it, he couldn't have 
nicked one bloody car. He knew absolutely nothing about 
what went on under the bonnet and starting a car engine 
with bonnet raised did not exactly excite his sense of self- 
preservation. 


He heard the sweet purr of the engine and released the 
hand-brake. He slipped into second, glided down the hill 
towards Camden Town. As he drove through the stop-go 
traffic he kept an alert eye for police vehicles and side- 
streets where he could make a fast turn and get clear before 
some officious fuzz bastard demanded to see his licence. 


“The Crackers' had asked him to get a token payment from 
Adair today. They figured - as he did - that they’d nicked 
enough cars for at least a covering cash reward to be paid. 


When he reached Adair's scruffy garage he had his speech 
ready. He drove the car into a bay, climbed out. Patting the 
bonnet, he turned to face the man. 


Tell the kids | can’t handle any more cars,'-Adair said 
immediately. 


‘Fine,’ Tom allowed generously. ‘We need a break ...’ He 
reached inside the car, retrieved his ‘jumpers’. ‘I’ve been 
asked to get a payment. A token payment...’ 


Adair scowled. ‘How much token?’ 

‘Five hundred!’ 

‘You're crazy...’ 

Tom carefully folded the ‘jumpers’ and placed them in his 


jacket pocket. He didn’t appreciate the bulge they made. In 
his velvet blue suit with white boots any abnormality like 
bulging ‘jumpers’ spoilt the total effect of the sartorial cut. 
‘Mr Adair - I’ve been tardy not asking for a payment before 
now. l’ve got proof of the cars we've delivered ... ’ 


‘Kid, I’m not questioning what you've supplied. It’s just 
economics. l've got overheads. | sat up all night trying to 
balance my books and | made a mistake. | can’t pay what | 
thought. If we make a new agreement l'Il give you £450 for 
everything you've supplied. How’s that?’ 


Tom froze. The man was trying to cheat them. ‘No good,’ 
he said tightly. 


‘Okay...’ Adair seemed anxious to terminate their 
discussion. ‘Okay, to make it easy for both of us l'Il pay 
£600 cash. How's that?’ 


‘No!’ Tom was surprised by the speed of his reply. ‘Christ, 
you're a hard bastard!’ Adair sighed, grinned. ‘lIl throw in 
fifty for you, personally...’ 


‘| want full payment,’ Tom said, speech forgotten. ‘Sixteen 
cars at £200 each. That's ...* and he quickly calculated the 
total, ‘.. . £3,200 - cash!’ 


‘| haven’t got that kind of cash available....’ 


Tom grinned evilly. He felt better for being placed in the 
invidious position of creditor collecting from a recalcitrant 
debtor. All loyalties to Julie and her membership of “The 
Crackers’ vanished as his temper rose. 


“Get it by six o’clock tonight!’ 
‘You little bastard!’ 


Tom smiled now. “Six... tonight,’ he warned. ‘If you don’t.. 
. well, ask Julie what we can do!’ 


Bert Adair scowled as he watched Tom stride from the 
garage. He had it in mind to telephone some of his ‘pals’ 
and have the ‘Crackers’ leader worked over in private. Then, 
he shelved the notion. It wouldn’t make things better at 
home having that bitch Julie suggest that her father was a 
common thief, amember of the heavy-brigade. 
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‘Don’t you want him to pay our penalty?’ 


Julie sighed, twisted until her naked flesh rubbed against 
Tom’s flanks. She sought to arouse him again, hands 
actively seeking to encourage his fondling of her most 
exciting regions. 


“Cut it out!’ Tom moved across the sofa, sat upright “Your 
old man is a rat - a cheat! I'm not going to look a bloody fool 
telling the gang we've been bilked!’ 


“He's chicken,’ Julie remarked, hands slipping between his 
thighs, spreading the upper reaches. “You don't have to do 
more than threaten.' 


Tom grinned in the semi-gloom of their clubhouse. The 
others had gone home. For once, he had relieved Lenny of 
his keys. His hands sought her. ‘I’m going to make him 
squeal! I’m going to get loot one way or another. It all 
depends on him!’ 


julie gasped, relaxing as Tom's finger brought her to a 
near-climax. 

‘Bitch!’ Tom removed his hand; left her sobbing. ‘I should 
make you happy when the gang is dismayed?’ 


“Tom ... Tom... do it to me! | promise... l'II make dad give 
you the money!’ She thrust herself against him. 


He refused to excite her further as plans filtered through 
his unemotional mind. “When does he get paid off from the 
heavies ?’ 

She sighed, fondled him. ‘Every Thursday night...’ 
‘Where?’ 

‘At the garage.’ 


He felt her hands bring him closer to boiling-point, pushed 
away from her. ‘Does he get much?’ 


‘More than me!’ she moaned. 
He splayed her thighs, mounted her. ‘And... ?’ 
‘Don’t keep me waiting, Tom ...’ 


He held back, growling: ‘When does he have the largest 
amount of cash?’ 


She was unable to comprehend his mission, unable to 
think of anything except the ultimate union of male and 
female. Her body soared to enfold him. 


‘When ?’ Tom shouted. 


She felt his maleness hammering at the door of her 
pleasures. ‘This Thursday... . after nine!’ She cupped his 
buttocks. He grinned, slammed deep into her as the 
sensations of mutual exploitation swamped his mind - and 
body. ... 
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The garage was dark, its oil-slicked concrete a reflecting 
spread covering the area between cars and pits. Spares, 


worn tyres, oil-guns, miscellaneous paraphernalia belonging 
to a service station cum garage littered the apron upon 
which all repairs were carried out. 


In the soft light of an office shielded from the public by a 
frosted glass partition, the four figures made shadows like 
ghosts filtering through a Purgatory-suffering limbo - flitting 
back and forth until they arranged themselves on either 
side of the office door. 


CRASH! 
A tyre-iron rattled down into an oil-pit. 


The office door flew open and Bert Adair stood outlined 
against a desk lamp. 


CRASH! 
Another tyre-iron clattered down into the pit. 
Bert swung his flashlight into the shallow depths. 


The beam caught a fleeting movement, suddenly fell from 
his hand as a blow caught him across the forearm. 


“Double-crossing bastard!’ a voice yelled in his ear. 


Hands grabbed him, fists effectively beating him into 
insensibility as he tried to struggle. 


‘This is for... * 


Bert sank into unconsciousness. He remembered the voice 
not why he had been subjected to this violence! 


He was unaware of the boots sinking into his ribs, his 
groin. 


“Okay, don't kill the bastard!' 


Tom stepped back, sweat trickling down his sides. Spitting 
at the crumpled figure on the dirty floor he went to the 


desk. He knew exactly where to look. Julie had been most 
co-operative after he'd satisfied her basest instincts. With 


keys in hand he crossed the office, unlocked the small safe. 
“Christ - look at that!’ 


Tom was looking. Gerry McVey breathed hard on his cbeek 
as he reached into the safe and removed the money. His 
fingers were like clubs as he tried to count the take. ‘How 
much?’ Lenny asked eagerly. 


Peeling off four tens, Tom gave his partners in crime one 
each, placed his in a pocket. “That's for doing the job,’ he 
grinned. Waving the rest he exclaimed: ‘I make it over four 
thousand!' 


‘Phew!’ Lenny mopped his forehead. 


‘We should take the bloody lot,’ Tom said. He watched their 
faces, saw instant fright in Leriny's eyes and smiled. ‘Okay, 
just because Julie’s our mate we'll leave the bastard some. 
...’ He tossed a handful back into the safe. 


‘How much you got?’ Gerry asked worriedly. 

‘About fifteen hundred!’ 

‘That’s less than he owes us,’ Gerry remarked. 
‘We'll get the balance in due course,’ Tom snapped. 


‘The hell we will... * Lenny nudged the unconscious man 
with his boot. ‘He’ll scream to the fuzz.’ 


You're bloody joking,’ Tom laughed. ‘He can't... that’s the 
beauty of this! He’s crooked - like us! Nobody is going to 
holler I’ve been robbed of money made from nicking cars.’ 
Lenny grinned and spat in Adair's face. ‘Yeah, ain't it a 
laugh! | never thought. . .’ 


“Let's get the hell outta here,’ Gerry said. ‘I hate sticking 
around him!’ He didn't like the colour of Adair’s skin nor the 
immobility of their victim. 


‘God, what a blow-out we’re going to have,’ Tom mused as 
he followed the eager Lenny from the office. ‘I’ve got plans. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


A cold wind whipped across the terraces, caused the players 
down on the pitch to nurse the ball as they waited for the 
kick-off. From the morning forecast it was a wonder the 
game had been able to start. Snow, sleet and gales had 
ravaged the countryside for miles around yet - like an island 
protected by some mysterious force - Anfield stayed dry, 
hard, definitely playable. 


The Kop roared its encouragement as Lawler spoke to 
Heighway and Hughes. In the other half of the field, 
Kennedy did a little dance to thaw out chilled muscles. The 
Arsenal supporters sent their battlecry upfield to challenge 
the famous Kop. 


From his open position near the Arsenal goalmouth, Tom 
screamed abuse at a linesman. It didn't matter a damn that 
Liverpool usually acknowledged sportsmanship and vocally 
acclaimed every good move by both teams. Tom had no use 
for sporting gestures nor brilliance in mid-field. He wanted 
the Gunners to pulverise their rivals and only a flood of 
Arsenal goals would satisfy him. 


He burped, wiped froth from his mouth. God, he felt sick! 
They'd been boozing on the train and when they reached 
Liverpool. Come to think of it, they'd been boozing for 
almost a week! He tried to peer downfield and found his 
vision hazed. He hadn't eaten enough and the drink was 
causing him to lose concentration. He knew what had done 
it - the beer. He wasn't a beer drinker, normally. Too much of 
the heavy ale bloated his stomach, gave him heartburn. 


‘| feel bloody awful,’ Lenny muttered beside him. 
‘| just want to piss,’ Gerry said from behind. 


“Let's get the hell out of here,' Benjy groaned, nursing his 
arm as the crowds swayed in anticipation of the referee's 


whistle getting the match under way. 


Tom forced himself to focus on Benjy. Since the Jewish 
youth had come out of hospital he had been docile, 
accepting every decision Tom made with what amounted to 
servility. 


“We ain't in the mood for football,' Benjy said by way of 
explanation. ‘l’d prefer a meal and getting to the train 
early.' 


The whistle sliced across Tom's retort. He swung, saw 
McLintock send a low ball into the Liverpool area. He was 
ready to yell but he couldn't make out the figures 
converging on the goal. 


‘I’m going,’ Gerry yelped. ‘I’ve got to piss!’ 


Tom swore, struggled to disentangle himself from the 
glaring mob round them. He hated coming all the way North 
without staying for the match but.... 


Outside Anfield, Tom dug into his pockets and brought out 
a fistful of fivers. ‘Let’s show the bloody Scouses what it’s 
like to blow easy money,’ he said. 


‘The pubs are shut,’ Benjy reminded. 
‘So we'll find an off-licence and buy some whiskey.' 


‘Christ, no more for me!’ Gerry said firmly. ‘I didn't think | 
could piss as much as... ’ 


Lenny laughed, clung to a railing for support. He was 
deathly pale, his eyes red holes burning in his white face. 
Even to his ears the laugh sounded diabolical. ‘He’s a 
bloody stallion...’ 


“Hey - look!’ Tom pointed, steadying as he watched a 
solitary Liverpool fan hurry for a turnstile. 


‘Aw, ain't he nice ?’ Lenny clung harder to his railing. 
‘He’s going to have a bloody black eye,’ Tom muttered. 


Benjy nodded thoughtfully and weaved until he blocked 
the kid’s path. It wouldn’t be much of a bovver this, he told 
himself. One little kid all neatly geared with his scarf 
wrapped round a scrawny neck. 


‘Up the Arsenal!’ Lenny cried weakly. 


The kid glanced at them, backed off. He was about 
fourteen, pathetically small. 


‘Come here, Scouse,’ Benjy called. 
The kid had tears in his eyes now. 


Tom indicated the kid’s footwear - polished, pointed shoes 
of a style at odds with their Squires. ‘He’s not a tough 
Scouse,’ he said sarcastically. 


‘Lemme alone,’ the kid said bravely. 


‘Sure... sure,’ Benjy replied, stepping closer. When he 
was within range his foot lashed out, caught the kid smack 
in the balls. 


‘One each,’ Tom yelled and jumped forward. His toe 
bounced off the kid’s ribs as the Liverpool scarf fluttered 
into a gutter. 


Gerry, viciously aiming his kick, gave a grunt as his foot 
sank into the yielding belly. 


Lenny, fighting a dizzy spell, let fly and almost ended up 
on the deck with the moaning kid. 


‘Booze... booze... glorious booze,’ Tom sang as he 
staggered down the street with his mates following in an 
irregular line. It didn’t matter to them that the kid hadn’t yet 


struggled to his feet or that a trickle of blood oozed from his 
mouth. Nothing mattered except self-indulgence. 


From a window overlooking the street, a woman gave vent 
to a string of oaths and ordered her husband to hurry down 
and attend to the kid. She didn't have a telephone. Even if 
she had her last reaction would have been to call the police. 
Liverpool had its code, just like London, or Manchester, or 
Glasgow.... 
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Slipping his hand under the waitress’s skirt, Tom watched 
her face relax and moved his fingers over her cool skin. She 
was about eighteen, thin-featured, and wore a mini that 
would have tempted a saint. She had fleshy thighs, a 
bouncy bottom and small - but thrusting - tits. The way Tom 
liked "em! 


‘What else?’ she asked with a true Lancashire accent. 


“Some of this,’ Tom said as his fingers tried to get under 
her knickers. 


“That's not on the menu,’ she snapped and quickly 
sidestepped. 


‘Christ - you were liking the grope,’ Tom complained 


‘A feel isn’t a grope,’ she replied, pencil poised to stab if 
he made another move towards her. ‘Anyway, that bitch 
doesn't let us get familiar... .’ 


That bitch was a sour-faced old woman glaring across at 
their table. She sat on a high-stool near a cash register, fat 
legs pulled under a voluminous skirt, large bosom bulging 
inside a sloppy sweater. 


‘Bring me custard and apple pie,’ Gerry announced. 


The same for me,’ Tom grinned and, as the waitress 
walked away he chuckled, brought his bottle into sight and 


poured a hefty shot into his teacup. “Let's teach that bitch a 
lesson,’ he suggested. 


Benjy eyed the woman speculatively. “Wonder if she's all 
wobbly fat under her skirt?’ 


“Want to see?” 


Tom slapped Lenny’s hand as the pint-sized one made an 
obscene gesture. ‘Quit it! | don't want her getting 
SUSPICIOUS. .. .’ 


Benjy grinned. ‘An idea?’ 
‘Yeah!’ 


The waitress returned with a tray. Placing their sweets 
before them she let Tom have a fast feel before glaring and 
making a retreat to safety: 


“ve got a better aim than you, Benly....’ 
Benjy frowned, trying to comprehend. 


Tom balanced his plate in spread palm and glanced at the 
fat woman for emphasis. 


Benjy laughed softly and grabbed his plate, too. ‘A quid | 
hit her right in the kisser,’ he said. 


‘Taken...’ 


Getting to his feet, the Jewish youth called: ‘Hey, missus ... 
"The woman looked across at the table, eyes widening as 
she took in the situation immediately. Her hand 
automatically darted for the telephone at her side but she 
was too slow. Benjy’s arm went back, shot forward and the 
plate sailed across the near-empty cafe. Custard and pie 
flew in all directions as the plate found its target. .. 
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Railway police were very much in evidence when ‘The 
Crackers’ reached the station. A small group of disgruntled 
Arsenal fans stood against a wall, watched by two fuzz with 


dogs growling at them. A trail of broken glass and shredded 
newspapers littered the station, showing the reason for the 
police action. 


‘Bloody fuzz!' Tom muttered and carefully skirted the 
danger area. 


Benjy belched, searched for a sign saying: GENTLEMEN. He 
was sick and wanted nothing further to do with Tom's crazy 
schemes. It hadn't been enough to pelt the fat woman with 
pie and custard. No, Tom had walked out without paying the 
bill and, to add insult to injury, ripped the knickers off both 
waitresses and another girl customer. Benjy couldn't 
remember seeing Tom in such a wild, vicious mood. Not 
even some of their infamous exploits in the West Country 
could come close to the way the ‘Crackers’ ’ leader had 
gone on a rampage through Liverpool's back streets. They'd 
been bloody lucky some big bastards from the docks hadn't 
caught up with them. Bloody lucky! 


‘When we get back to London I’m going to organise an 
orgy,’ Tom announced as he kept looking at several 
schoolgirls seated on benches. 


“That isn't anything new,’ a drunken Lenny complained. 


Tom grinned evilly. ‘Where we're going to hold it will be 
new. ...” He nudged Gerry, rubbed his hands gleefully. 
‘Ever want to screw a bird on a grave?’ 


McVey shuddered. He, like Benjy, felt worse than sick. 
Tom’s suggestion nearly made him vomit where he stood. 
‘No,’ he replied with a gulp. ‘No - and I’m not going to, 
either. ... ’ 

xxx 


Julie Adair came down the steps with tears in her eyes. She 
loathed visiting people in hospital. The smell of disinfectant 
always had her stomach roiling. She could still see her 
father’s battered figure propped up against pillows, imagine 


the accusations he mentally hurled at her while she sat 
twisting her handkerchief in her lap. He had not spoken a 
single word to her but his gaze had said volumes. 


That bastard Tom! It wasn't what she’d wanted. She had 
been a lonely child with a father who thought more about 
business and his criminal friends than the household but 
even he didn't deserve the kicking they’d given him. 
Stealing the money wasn't important. He owed the boys 
that but their senseless viciousness was enough to make 
her wish the police had evidence. . .. 


Thrusting dangerous thoughts from her mind, she 
visualised what life would be for her if she ever severed 
relationships with “The Crackers’. There were the pleasures 
of belonging, of enjoying strangely crude sexual unions, of 
engaging in illegal acts that brought vicarious thrills in their 
wake. She could not imagine life without these things, yet 
she hated Tom and those others with all her being. 


Hated enough to pray for their downfall! 


So wrapped in herself was she that the man had fallen into 
step with her mother before she realised they were no 
longer alone in their grief. When her eyes fully focused she 
got a shock. 

“You recognise me, eh?” he asked. 


Mrs Adair halted, studied the man with a quizzical 
expression. 


‘I’m Wilf Tomlinson of the Echo’ the man explained. ʻI 
wanted to ask a few questions about your husband... your 
father!’ His hard gaze concentrated on Julie. 


‘There’s nothing to say,’ Julie snapped. 
Wilf smiled teasingly. ‘Nothing? That’s odd, isn’t it?’ 


Mrs Adair shook herself, took Julie’s arm. ‘Do you know Mr 
Tomlinson ?’ she asked worriedly. 


Julie gave her mother a reassuring smile, said: ‘Yes - and 
no. He is the editor of the Echo and hangs around our club .. 


‘Club?’ Wilf laughed bitterly. ‘Club is a rather grand word 
for a deserted factory.’ His gaze switched to the woman. 
“You see, Mrs Adair, Julie belongs to “The Crackers” - a 
teenage gang of brutal young thugs ... ’ 


That's a lie!’ 


The woman frowned, amazed at her daughter's vehement 
reaction. 


Wilf shrugged. ‘Suit yourself, Julie. In my book “The 
Crackers” are a menace, and | believe the police would 
agree wholeheartedly if they ever made a public statement 
1’ 

‘Do you belong to this .. . this gang?’ 


Julie took her mother’s hand and squeezed. Their family 
had more than its share of sorrow at present without adding 
to her mother’s torment. The doctor’s progress report that 
day had been indeed gloomy. Bert Adair may never walk 
again. Everything depended on a major operation. 


‘Come along, mother. Excuse us, Mr Tomlinson - we’re not 
speaking to the Echo today!’ 


Wilf stood silently watching as the girl guided her mother 
across the street. Much as he wanted to interrogate Julie he 
had some feelings for the innocent caught up in teenage 
savagery. H did not find sympathy for Bert Adair in his heart. 
According to his police contacts, Adair had been a 
particularly nasty piece of work who thought nothing of 
using kids in his ear-ring activities. But no wife, in Wilf’s 
book, should suffer unduly for her husband’s crimes nor for 
the anti-social behaviour of her offspring. 


The day's coming when you'll not be able to hide the truth 
from her,’ he thought. ‘And with “The Crackers” disbanded 


or in jail then where does that leave you, miss?” 


He was still trying to fathom Julie’s future dilemma when 
the pair vanished from sight. . .. 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


Jack Straw’s castle came into view as Tom sent his moped 
leaping forward. He was pleased by the cycle's perormance 
on the hill from Golders. It was running better than ever 
since he used some of Adair's loot to have it fully 
overhauled. 


As he reached the hill’s crest the Heath stretched away 
into the left-hand darkness like a shrouded forest closely 
wrapped in night's embracing cloak. He felt tempted to take 
the road down to the Spaniard's. He'd heard rumours that 
Ray Bellamy was up to his old tricks again. He decided 
against the temptation. Good luck to any guy who felt it 
necessary to screw in the open night after night. Frankly, he 
didn't see where the pleasure was having rain beating down 
on a bare ass, or snow forming hummocky peaks as one got 
it off. 


Shooting past the pond, he speeded down the other hill 
into Hampstead village. He had a lot to do before the gang 
arrived. This was his big night. Everything had to be 
perfectly stage-managed. There had been quite a few 
criticisms when he explained the plan. Afterwards, he didn't 
want the sceptics to point a guilt finger at a sloppy 
arrangement, a thrill-a-second gone astray. 


Swinging off the main road, keeping a close check on 
pedestrians making their way home from pubs and clubs, he 
had a private chuckle as he saw the lights of the hospital 
burning. Adair was in there, awaiting the verdict of his 
operation. He didn't give a damn what the result was: nor 
how a cripple could support a wife and daughter. His fun 
had been in putting the bastard into hospital. There the 


affair ended as far as Tom was concerned. 


A pair of tall, iron gates loomed in the dark. He switched 
off the moped’s ignition, coasted to a halt. Not a sound.... 
Not a soul walking these dismally dark streets. ... 


He repressed a desire to shudder. The ghosts of a few 
hundred years challenged him but he shrugged off their 
lingering influence. He hadn't come here to be frightened by 
the dark, the possibility of a haunting, the departed in 
there! 


He chose a safe spot to leave the moped, climbed the iron 
gates. The bulk of a church tower filled his foreground. He 
smiled, clambered down into the silent cemetery. 
Tombstones reared accusingly. He gave them two fingers 
with an upward sweep of arm. 


‘So bloody neat...'He scared himself with the sound of 
his own voice, scowled. He'd have to watch this. All the 
horror movies he'd seen were just so much rubbish, he 
informed his thudding heart. There were no spooks, no 
ghouls prowling the graves. There were just mounds of 
earth, marble slabs and dying flowers. 


He selected an area where the tombstones lay flat. An old 
corner of the churchyard. The oldest as he could recall. He 
removed a pointed trowel from his jacket, took a deep 
breath and began drawing a pentagram in the hard ground. 
Next came the symbolic circle enclosing a single grave. His 
pulse raced and he quickly lit a cigarette. His body craved 
excitement, release from those tensions that had built over 
the last few hours. 


He ground the cigarette on a tombstone, swore. He had 
told Lenny and Benjy to bring spades, Gerry to supply 
cloaks from that theatrical agency his old man operated. He 
hadn't thought about candles. Those most vital candles.... 


Slowly, he grinned. He went to the church, tested each 
window. Locked, covered with metal grilles. The door did not 
yield to his shoulder. Not that he had expected it to - no 
solid oak door ever gave that easy. 


Like pin-pricks in a velvet quilt the distant house lights 
shone as a hundred accusing eyes. He went to the small 
rear door, kicked where the rusted lock looked weakest. The 
door creaked, gave with a groaning crash. He entered the 
church, stood very still until his eyes grew accustomed to 
the dark. 


On either side of the altar the candlesticks had that brassy 
just-cleaned appearance of God-given purity. He quickly 
removed them, hurried outside again. Setting each in 
position he breathed deeply to counter his hammering 
heart. 


When the others arrived in their twos and threes, Tom 
issued instructions. He could tell they had been stocking up 
on booze and weed and wished, now, that he'd had the 
sense to do likewise. .Wearing a cloak over one's nakedness 
was not much to ward off the night chill. 


Midnight came with the noise of a far bell striking off the 
hours. By then, the final sacrilege had taken place. Benjy 
threw his spade aside, gagging on a sickness that was more 
mental than physical. Heaped earth formed a rampart upon 
which Tom had draped a spare cloak. Down in the shadowy 
depths of the grave, dusting bones bore mute testimony of 
their utter degradation. For Tom, though, this was the 
ultimate excitement. 


“Vanessa. ...”' 
The girl came forward, flesh covered with goose-pimples. 
“On that!’ 


Trying hard not to look into the open grave, Vanessa 
allowed Tom to throw her cloak aside, lay her along the cold, 


slightly damp soil. Then, head back, arms raised, he offered 
a prayer to Satanic gods. . .. 


Nobody heard the words. Not even Vanessa and she was 
nearest, The babble sounded like an incantation in Greek, or 
ancient Egyptian. A rolling, inseparable babble that 
frightened, and exhilarated them. 


Suddenly, Tom stopped, stared down at the shimmering 
flesh lying on the soil, flung himself on the girl. And, as if 
jerked on strings, the others paired off... romped, bucked, 
cavorted within the symbolic circle.... 


‘Wine... must have wine,’ Tom panted as he rolled off 
Vanessa. His eyes bulged wildly, his body assaulted by the 
night. “Who's got wine ?’ he yelled, charging round the circle 
- kicking twisting, writhing couples. ‘Wine for the Master! 
Wine for Satan ...’ 


He saw the church - darkly silent. He raced for the rear 
door, burst into the building. The chalice was there- empty. 
He clawed at the cupboards under the altar cloth, opened 
each. His voice sounded demented when he found the three 
bottles of wine.... 


‘Wine.’ 

Vanessa stood stiffly erect on top of her fornicating altar. 
She watched Tom weave round tombstones, wine held 
against his naked chest. She raised her arms - a white sylph 
coated with dried sweat and earth’s smudges. ‘The Master 
cometh ... ’ 


‘Fetch the chalice,’ Tom shouted. 


Unable to comprehend the enormity of her sin, Vanessa 
raced lightly across the cemetery, into the church. As she 
held the chalice she felt a crawling along her spine - fled as 
if all Hell’s angels were chasing her. 


Flinging the chalice at Tom she scrabbled in the dirt for her 
clothes. Nothing could tempt her now. Not wine, not sex, not 


all Tom’s ‘magik’. She wanted to get as far away as possible 
and forget this terrible deed. 


‘Wine ... ’ Tom shouted. 


A light sprang into brilliance, its spraying fan cutting into 
the churchyard’s shadows. A voice reached them... ‘What’s 
going on in there? Who are you?’ 


Wine flowed down Tom’s naked body as the chalice tilted. 
He laughed, uncaringly. 


More light entered the churchyard and another voice 
called: ‘In the name of God who is there?’ 


Like rats scurrying from a sinking vessel. ‘The Crackers’ 
grabbed their belongings, scuttled off into the swallowing 
night. All except Tom. He lifted the chalice again, poured 
wine over his head. The devils of Crowley held him in their 
cruel embrace.... 
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‘Bloody fool!’ Vanessa said through chattering teeth. ‘He'll 
be caught 1’ 


Benjy tugged at her arm, hopping as he tried to get his 
trousers on. 


‘Somebody make him come with us,’ the girl cried. 


‘To blazes with him!’ Benjy snarled, feet slipping into his 
shoes next ‘If he gets clobbered it’s only what he deserves 
... Christ, look at him!’ 


They could see Tom nakedly darting from tombstone to 
tombstone, the chalice gleaming in his hand as he dodged 
his pursuers. 


‘He’s flipped his bloody wig,’ Lenny said softly. 


Tom came into sight, vaulted a grave with a huge marble 
rectangle over it and raced for the iron gates. Like a monkey 


enjoying a sporting contest he climbed the gates, dropped 
agilely to the street. 


‘Now what?’ Benjy asked as he picked up Tom's clothes 
and ran forward with them. 


‘Benjy, boy ...’ 


‘Drop the comedy,’ Benjy snarled. ‘Get into these. ...’ He 
flung the clothes at his former rival. The fuzz won't be long 
coming and I, for one, am getting to hell home!’ ‘Chicken?’ 
Tom laughed, slipping into his vest and shirt ‘Sensible,’ 
Benjy replied. 


‘I’m going to do a synagogue,’ Tom announced. 
Benjy tensed. “You're what?’ 
‘Going to do a synagogue, you Jewish bastard!’ 


‘| wouldn't,” Benjy advised. ‘I’ve never squealed on a 
“Cracker” yet but, by God, l'Il blow the whistle on you if you 
try that, Tom.’ 


Tom leered, dressed now. ‘Afraid of the Rabbi ?’ 
The synagogue is my church ... ’ 


‘Shit! You bloody well didn’t give a damn in there and 
that’s a church, too!’ 


Vanessa came to them, anxiously throwing glances over 
her shoulder as excited voices came from the churchyard. 
‘Please, Tom - forget this nonsense. Go home...’ 


‘Not until | give Benjy’s mob a taste of Crowley’s magic... 


Benjy glared, swung on his heels and hurried off. The roar 
of his moped was a signal. Like ghosts melting before the 
dawn the others vanished. Alone with Vanessa, Tom took 
her hand, tried to drag her after him. 


‘No, Tom - not tonight!’ 
“I'll screw you there, too,’ he laughed. 


She tore away, face white. ‘Benjy won't let you, Tom.’ ‘I'll 
go alone.... ’ He waved, jaunty, as a whistle pierced the 
night... 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


Wilf Tomlinson had made his excuses in advance. A 
newspaperman, like police and others engaged in keeping 
abreast of events, always had reasons for staying out late at 
night. He did not consider the seriousness of his infatuation 
with Debra Wilkinson. That he had pushed into a convenient 
corner of his mind shortly after they became lovers. His 
marriage no longer counted. His wife and children were 
relegated to second place. Only his affair with Debra 
mattered. That and a little attention to business. 


The Echo publisher had hinted rather strongly that certain 
features and interviews had lost their zip. Wilf, lost in the 
morass of an assignation, did not take this censure on his 
own shoulders. He had assumed - wrongly - that his staff 
were falling down on the job and accordingly given them an 
old-fashioned blasting. 


But Debra knew. And worried. She loved this strange man 
yet she could not bring herself to destroy a marriage so 
completely as Wilf wanted to ruin his. 


“Please, Wilf - listen to reason,’ she said as they walked 
home. ‘It’s been a wonderful evening and | thoroughly 
enjoyed the theatre. | always enjoy being with you but | 
cannot allow you to treat your family like they didn't exist. 
We've got to stop seeing one another...’ 


‘Never!’ He gripped her arm until she moaned. ‘Sorry,’ he 
apologised. Hands by his side he searched for the words to 
fully explain his emotions. 


“What's that ?’ Debra pointed, stared. 
Wilf snorted in disgust. Trust this bloody neighbourhood 


to have an affray this late. Especially this night when...He 
stiffened. The journalist in him fought to assert its news- 
nose. 


“Isn't that... ?’ 


Wilf gasped. ‘I’ve been wondering when ...’ He lapsed into 
silence, notebook magically appearing as the group 
approached. He knew the policemen by sight. Some by first- 
name pubship. He knew, too, the pathetic figure in their 
midst. 


Debra’s hand closed on his wrist. ‘Oh, God - it’s him!! she 
whispered. 


Wilf squinted at her. He did not enjoy the look on her face - 
the look of a woman so completely enamoured by a man 
that no other would ever exist for her. 


‘That boy...’ 


Wilf sighed and pulled away from her. She had been right. 
His family had to come first. Reality was a hard blow in the 
chest, the gut. Not so much the reality that he had made a 
fool of himself but that this juvenile bastard had 
impregnated Debra’s romantic soul to such an extent that 
she would remember him to her dying day. 


‘Is there anything you'd like to tell me, Bill ?’ he asked the 
tall, stem-featured man in charge of the group. 


Bill Walsh shook his head slowly. His eyes had a distant 
hurt behind their artificial brightness. ‘Not tonight, Wilf. 
You'll get a statement in the morning.’ 


Wilf Tomlinson stood aside, watched the policemen filter 
past. For one fierce instant Tom Walsh’s gaze rested on him 
and then the youth’s back was growing smaller ... smaller 
as he was taken off to face whatever punishment the law 
demanded. 


‘He ... he ...' Debra muttered as Wilf rejoined her. 


‘Raped you?’ He sounded cynical. 

‘Yes 

‘And you bloody enjoyed it?’ 

Her eyes lowered, her head drooped. ‘Yes, | did!’ She was 
surprised at the calm way she told him. 

‘Do you know who he is?’ 


‘No - do you?’ She watched his tight-set mouth working as 
the words stumbled out. 


Tom Walsh - son of Inspector Walsh of this division 1’ 
‘That was his father, then ?’ 


‘Yes! God, how he must hate the little bastard! | would if it 
was my son....’ He took her hand, squeezed without 
emotion. ‘Come on, I'll take you home. 1 won't stay - I’ve 
got a wife waiting for me at my own home....’ 


He didn’t hear her involuntary sob. 


Nor did he see the shadow detach itself from a wall and 
walk off in the opposite direction. Just as well. When the full 
details of Tom’s capture inside the synagogue were made 
public even Wilf Tomlinson must have remembered that 
skulking shadow and fitted a face to it... the face of Benjy 
Glass! 


